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Abstract 
 
 
Positioned in the field of somatics in dance improvisation, this study asks how a 
tango dancer might step outside the customary framework of the practice, to re-
engage touch by working with tango and other improvisational dance modes. The 
research question is addressed by setting up a parallel between touch in the dance of 
tango and listening in the experience of somatic movement. Extending the 
conventional use of the word listening, the emphasis is placed on the direct 
perception of how the soma is listening—i.e., having a directly felt sense of touch 
and movement. Taking my body as the site of inquiry, I frame a series of solo, duet 
and group somatic experiences in spaces where customary tango conditions and 
assumptions do not apply. Rather than taking for granted the blueprint of the tango 
duet, I set out to investigate the process of shifting from an experience of replicating 
the dance as an external form, to having a felt sense of touch and movement within 
the enabling constraints of the dance. This involves experimenting with a range of 
practical tools and strategies of movement inquiry borrowed from contemporary and 
contact dance improvisation. 
 
Using a somatic approach to re-engaging touch as a tango dancer leads to a 
rethinking of the dance of tango as a form of kinesthetic listening. Touch as 
kinesthetic listening is articulated as a practical and conceptual framework for 
exploring and understanding the connection between inside and outside, as 
experienced when improvising movement with someone else. The focus is placed on 
the transmission of feelings and sensations occurring in the intimate space between 
bodies. The study problematizes the widespread assumption that dancing tango is 
premised on the erotic drive to merge with the partner. In particular, this challenges 
the assumption that one half of the duet must surrender so that the whole can be 
formed. The relation between touch and eros in the tango duet is reconfigured as an 
ongoing perceptual negotiation of impulses and roles which cannot be reduced to any 
fixed form of moving together. 
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The study contributes to knowledge by positioning the tango dance more firmly in 
the field of dance and somatic movement while enriching our understanding of how 
movement awareness works in relationship with others. In particular, the somatic 
framework of kinesthetic listening offers a bridge between research on touch in tango 
and on touch in contemporary and contact dance improvisation. This framework can 
be used by other tango dancers to enhance their somatic understanding of the dance 
and to promote plurality in their practice. It can also contribute to initiating a 
conversation with other movement forms not often seen as part of the field of somatic 
movement. 
  
1 
Contents 
 
 
Acknowledgments ................................................................................................. iv 
Abstract ................................................................................................................. vi 
List of Images ..........................................................................................................4 
List of Videos ...........................................................................................................5 
Introduction .............................................................................................................6 
2. Somatics in Dance Improvisation: The Case of Argentine Tango ................... 25 
Introduction ............................................................................................................................... 25 
2.2 What is Meant by Somatic? .................................................................................................. 26 
2.3 Somatics and Dance ............................................................................................................. 28 
2.4 The Practice of Dance Improvisation ................................................................................... 31 
2.5 The Nexus Between Tango and Improvisation ..................................................................... 35 
2.6 Somatic Studies of Tango ..................................................................................................... 40 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 43 
3. Touch as Kinesthetic Listening: A Conceptual Framework ............................ 45 
Introduction ............................................................................................................................... 45 
3.2 The Sense of Touch .............................................................................................................. 47 
3.2.1 Touch and Haptic Perception ...................................................................................... 47 
3.2.2 Touch and the Kinesthetic Sense ................................................................................. 50 
3.2.3 Touch and Kinesthetic Listening ................................................................................. 53 
3.3 Touch as Kinesthetic Listening in Improvisation.................................................................. 56 
3.3.1 Touch as Kinesthetic Listening in Dance Improvisation............................................. 57 
3.3.2 Touch as Kinesthetic Listening in Tango – The Traditional Framework................... 61 
3.3.3 Touch as Kinesthetic Listening in Tango – Alternative Dance Practices ................... 66 
3.4 Exploring Touch Between the Inside and Outside Worlds .................................................... 72 
3.5 Touch and the Experience of Eros ....................................................................................... 79 
Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 81 
4. A Somatic Approach to Explore Touch in Tango ............................................ 82 
Introduction ............................................................................................................................... 82 
4.2 Defining Practice-Led Research ........................................................................................... 83 
4.3 Developing a Somatic Approach to Study the Tango Dance ................................................. 85 
4.4 Practicing Deferral from Tango Habits ................................................................................ 90 
  
2 
4.5 Field Work Outline .............................................................................................................. 95 
4.5.1 Goals ............................................................................................................................ 95 
4.5.2 Frames ......................................................................................................................... 96 
4.5.3 Methods ....................................................................................................................... 98 
4.5.4 Challenges .................................................................................................................. 100 
4.6 Visual Documentation ........................................................................................................ 101 
Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 102 
5. Explorations (Pt. One): Connecting with the Inner Tango ............................ 105 
Introduction ............................................................................................................................. 105 
Exploration#1: Observing My Tango Body .............................................................................. 108 
The Experiment .................................................................................................................. 109 
What Was Felt .................................................................................................................... 111 
What Was Revealed ........................................................................................................... 112 
Exploration#2: Mapping the Internal Impulses to Tango ........................................................ 114 
The Experiment .................................................................................................................. 114 
What Was Felt .................................................................................................................... 115 
What Was Revealed ........................................................................................................... 123 
Exploration#3: Moving the Inner Tango ................................................................................. 125 
The Experiment .................................................................................................................. 127 
What Was Felt .................................................................................................................... 128 
What Was Revealed ........................................................................................................... 129 
Exploration#4: Connecting with Movement Outside ................................................................ 130 
The Experiment .................................................................................................................. 132 
What Was Felt .................................................................................................................... 133 
What Was Revealed ........................................................................................................... 134 
Exploration#5: Testing the Space Between Us ......................................................................... 135 
The Experiment .................................................................................................................. 136 
What Was Felt .................................................................................................................... 137 
What Was Revealed ........................................................................................................... 137 
Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 138 
6. Explorations (Pt. Two): Connecting with Other Dancers .............................. 140 
Introduction ............................................................................................................................. 140 
Exploration #1: Connecting with Ground, Listening to Bodies ................................................ 145 
The Experiment .................................................................................................................. 149 
What Was Felt .................................................................................................................... 150 
What Was Revealed ........................................................................................................... 152 
Exploration #2: Feeling Entanglements through Space and Skin ............................................ 153 
The Experiment .................................................................................................................. 157 
What Was Felt .................................................................................................................... 158 
What Was Revealed ........................................................................................................... 161 
Exploration #3: Giving and Receiving Touch – A Small Duet Dance ...................................... 163 
The Experiment .................................................................................................................. 166 
What Was Felt .................................................................................................................... 167 
What Was Revealed ........................................................................................................... 169 
Exploration #4: Opening the Space between Giving and Receiving ......................................... 170 
The Experiment .................................................................................................................. 172 
  
3 
What Was Felt .................................................................................................................... 174 
What Was Revealed ........................................................................................................... 176 
Exploration #5: Sharing the Inner and Outer Space ................................................................ 177 
The Experiment .................................................................................................................. 180 
What Was Felt .................................................................................................................... 181 
What Was Revealed ........................................................................................................... 182 
Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 183 
7. Rethinking the Tactile Experience of Eros in Tango ..................................... 184 
Introduction ............................................................................................................................. 184 
7.2 Re-engaging the Question of Eros in the Tango Dance ...................................................... 187 
7.3 Challenging the Habitual Perception of Touch .................................................................. 192 
7.4 Feeling Movement in the Space Between Bodies ................................................................ 200 
Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 207 
Conclusion ........................................................................................................... 209 
References ............................................................................................................ 221 
Appendix 1: Research Ethics Documents ........................................................... 235 
 
  
4 
List of Images 
 
 
Image 1: My Tango Body (Source: author’s edit of photography series by 
Valentina Vitolo, 2017) ................................................................................ 110 
Image 2: Dissecting My Tango Body (Source: author’s edit of photography 
series by Valentina Vitolo, 2017) ................................................................. 111 
Image 3: A Hand (1) (Source: author’s research journal, 2017) ....................... 116 
Image 4: A Hand (2) (Source: author’s research journal, 2017) ....................... 118 
Image 5: An Eye (1) (Source: author’s research journal, 2017) ........................ 119 
Image 6: An Eye (2) (Source: author’s research journal, 2017) ........................ 120 
Image 7: A Foot (Source: author’s research journal, 2017) .............................. 121 
Image 8: A Head (Source: author’s research journal, 2017) ............................. 123 
Image 9: Three tango dancers engaging a touch-based improvisation (1) 
(Source: Jorge De Araujo, 2017) ................................................................. 195 
Image 10: Three tango dancers engaging a touch-based improvisation (2) 
(Source: Jorge De Araujo, 2017) ................................................................. 196 
 
  
5 
List of Videos 
 
 
Video 1: Moving the Inner Tango (Source: footage and edit by Anne Wilson, 
2017) ............................................................................................................. 126 
Video 2: Connecting with Movement Outside (Source: author’s footage and edit, 
2017) ............................................................................................................. 131 
Video 3: Testing the Space Between Us (Source: author’s edit of footage by Zee 
Chaudary, 2019) .......................................................................................... 135 
Video 4: Sharing the Inner and Outer Space (Source: author’s edit of footage by 
Robert Draffin, 2019) .................................................................................. 178 
 
  
6 
Introduction 
 
 
I would like to invite you, the reader, to close your eyes for a moment. I want you to 
recall the feeling of a hand placed on your skin. Then I want you to imagine your 
body—your hand, arm, face—being moved by that hand. I want you to consider that 
only one in every thousand nerve cells is directed to what is touching you from the 
outside. The rest of the neurons try to capture what you are feeling inside. This study 
seeks to interrogate the way in which our culture tends to prioritize our 
knowledge/knowing of external reality and trivializes what we might be feeling 
internally. Dance can activate a space of discovery between the inside and the 
outside, and dance literature includes investigations of this phenomenon. In 
particular, when you dance in physical contact with someone else, the body can 
reveal a capacity to sense together, to feel together and to be expressive together. 
This study explores the inside-outside experience of dance and takes this exploration 
into the connection felt between two dancers. It takes the practice of Argentine tango 
as the context of the study and my own body as the site of inquiry. It will be argued 
that what is revealed in the particular experience of tango can speak also to other 
dances in research and life. 
 
In what follows I will begin by positioning this study in the broader field of tango 
research. I will clarify that the investigation of tango as a sociocultural 
phenomenon is beyond the scope of the present study and I will describe the 
customary framework of the tango dance as the starting point for the inquiry. This 
leads to a presentation of the somatic approach to the study of tango which is 
focused on the notion of kinesthetic awareness and the experience of movement 
improvisation. I will then identify the key research question and summarize the 
research findings and their relevance for the field of somatics in dance practices. 
This involves outlining how touch in the tango duet is explored and understood in 
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this study as an experience of kinesthetic listening. The introduction concludes 
with an overview of the thesis contents. 
 
Overview of Tango Studies 
 
This section provides a brief overview of studies of Argentine tango (hereafter tango) 
in the human sciences, and, in particular, in cultural, social and gender studies.1 This 
background review is approached as a tool to map and identify, in the broad 
landscape of tango research, the sub-set of works which fit within the scope of this 
study. Most of the research on tango with which I have engaged during this research 
falls into three broad disciplinary camps: social and cultural anthropology and Latin 
American studies; cultural sociology; gender studies and queer studies; and dance 
studies.2 Major topic areas in the first camp are popular culture and folklore, 
Argentine identity, tango ethos, authenticity, hybridization and transculturation, 
empathy and community.3 In the second camp, research is conducted mainly on the 
topics of sex, gender, social identity and social relations, the globalization of tango, 
material culture, values and places.4 Finally, research on tango in dance studies tends 
to focus on issues of sex, gender, coloniality, embodiment and performance.5 
 
This vast body of sociocultural research is mainly conducted in the context of the 
milonga using ethnographic and auto-ethnographic methods. A milonga is a 
“social gathering where people dance tango” (Merrit, 2012, p. 197). As stated by 
                                               
1 Although there has been a rapid growth in the psychological studies on the therapeutic benefits of the 
tango dance, this research is outside the scope of this background review. As to historical studies, my 
engagement was limited mainly to the works by the historian of Latin American popular culture, 
Simon Collier (1992, 1997), which were consulted on the specific aspects of the popular roots and the 
origins of tango. 
2 There is also a more recent and still emergent area of creative research on tango. In the fields of 
dance and performance, see Pegorer’s (2001) dance film Double One, which incorporates Jungian 
symbolism and tango dance vocabulary. In the fields of music and literature, see Bendrups’s (2002) 
PhD thesis which explores the politico-cultural use of tango by Argentine elites and includes an opera 
libretto called ‘Sindromtango’ with the vocal scores for a grotesque piece written by the author. 
3 See Taylor (1987, 1998); Azzi (1991); Goertzen and Azzi (1999); Cara (2009); Pelinski (2009); 
Merrit (2012); Petridou (2014, 2009). 
4 See Villa (2006, 2011); Olszewski (2008); Davis (2015a, 2015b); Havmoeller, Batchelot and Aramo 
(2015); Aramo (2015, 2018); Batchelor (2018). 
5 See Savigliano (1995, 2010); Pegorer (2008); Polo (2018). 
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cultural anthropologist Ana Cara (2009), “The term ‘milonga’ refers not only to 
tango dance halls in Buenos Aires but also the tango dance venues that have 
proliferated worldwide with the increased popularity of tango dancing” (p. 240). 
Dancer and researcher Adriana Pegorer (2008) extends this definition by 
describing the milonga as a “micro-society”, a place for people “not simply to 
dance but also to meet with other dancers, listen to the music, have dinner or just to 
be in a sociable environment ... to those addicted to it, attending a Milonga is often 
an obsessive, irresistible and mysterious experience” (p. 36). Research in the 
milonga is typically carried out using the methods of participant observation, 
interviews and reflections (see Pegorer, 2008; Cara, 2009; Savigliano, 2010). Most 
scholars studying tango in the milonga have a personal background as tango 
dancers while several of them also share a direct experience of Argentine culture, 
people and places (on the delicate relation between being both a social dancer and 
an academic researcher of tango, see Savigliano, 2010). 
 
There has been a growing interest among anthropologists, sociologists and dance 
scholars in investigating the sociocultural constraints which characterize the 
traditional practice of tango dancing. Such research addresses tango dancing using 
gender and sexuality as key markers of identity. Feminist tango scholars such as 
Paula-Irene Villa (2006, 2011) and Kathy Davis (2015a, 2015b) problematize the 
relation between dancing tango and being feminist and explore the construction of 
gender through dance in the cultural practice of the milonga. Along these lines, Polo 
(2018) analyzes gender conflicts in the experiential field of leading and following in 
the dance, calling for the possibility of another tango or of other tangos flowing under 
the surface of the milonga as a well-rehearsed system of social relations. Queer tango 
is another important alternative phenomenon in the contemporary practice and study 
of tango. The critique here focuses mainly on the normalization of sexual/gender 
identity through the prescription of a fixed, heterosexual model of exchange whereby 
only men can make an invitation to dance and can lead the dance (see Havmoeller, 
Batchelot & Aramo, 2015; Batchelor, 2018). 
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In her work on the globalization of tango, Davis (2015a) asks the important question 
of whether a feminist should dance tango given the entwinement of passion, gender 
and patriarchal power relations in the historical, cultural and social manifestations of 
this practice. Davis (2015a) argues that the realities of tango on the ground are 
different from the way in which the cultural practice is marketed to the general 
audience in Argentina and around the world, especially through a performative model 
tailored for tourists and for exporting stage shows. However, Davis (2015a) claims: 
 
Tango scholars have given precedence to these performances, showing how 
they are bound to jar feminist sensibilities. In so doing, however, they have 
ignored the most basic ingredient of why people dance Tango—namely, the 
desire for an affective, embodied connection with another person as a way of 
being together in the music. (pp. 185-86, emphasis added)  
 
This quote resonates with the position of Villa (2011) who, in her analysis of the 
construction of gender in the traditional practice of the milonga, argues that the 
physical experience of sensing and being sensed is a central aspect of dancing tango. 
The feminist positions of these two scholars are useful for exploring the “affective, 
embodied connection” sought by the partners in the dance. This connection is a 
defining aspect of the kind of research on tango which is classified within the scope 
of this study. This includes the growing research, mainly in social anthropology and 
cultural sociology, on the association of tango with touch and kinesthetic empathy 
(see Cant, 2012; Abadi, 2013; Chatzimasoura, 2013; Zubarik, 2013), and the 
kinesthetic connection and sensuous dialogue between the partners (see Olszewski, 
2008; LaFortune, 2010). The study encompasses also Manning’s (2007, 2009, 2013) 
works in philosophy, which are focused on the relational-tactile experience of the 
tango dance. 
 
My aim in this study is to explore the dance of tango as an experience of moving and 
feeling together through the medium of touch. The research focuses on how the 
experience of touch is felt by the dancer in relation with the bodily awareness of 
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movement.6 Brickhill’s (2016) research on how somatic movement can help deepen 
and expand the communication between tango dancers, which will be reviewed in the 
second chapter of the thesis, is an example of how this experience has been 
investigated by other authors. While the internally felt experience of touch and 
movement is not independent from the lived markers of identity, the investigation of 
tango as a sociocultural phenomenon is outside the scope of this study. Following 
Manning (2013), I have approached my dancing body as a relational process which 
involves a continuous negotiation between the givenness of identity and the potential 
for transformation. In particular, this investigation is influenced by my position as an 
expert male dancer in a dance in which males are socially and culturally afforded the 
role of leaders. While this position limits the sphere of what can be understood, it 
provides also an opportunity to challenge the fixity of gender-based roles in order to 
open up a space for experimentation and discovery. This study engages this 
opportunity as a way to challenge both the ways in which the dance partners are 
expected to relate with each other in the context of the milonga and the customary 
movement dynamics which characterize the enactment of the tango duet. 
 
The Customary Framework of the Tango Dance 
 
This section describes the form of the tango duet as it is traditionally experienced 
the setting of the milonga as the reference point for engaging touch in tango and 
for differentiating the framework developed in this study. In particular, I will refer 
to four key elements of the customary tango practice: the physical space, the 
music, the relation between the partners and the enactment of certain movements 
(for a description of how these elements are played out in the event of the milonga, 
see Olszewski, 2008). Then I will explain why, to create the conditions for the 
study, it was necessary to step outside the traditional framework of the milonga 
and engage alternative sites of inquiry.  
                                               
6 Research on touch in tango in the field of dance and movement therapy (e.g., Polo G., 2010) is not 
included within the scope of this study because practice is intended here as creative practice, not as 
therapeutic practice. 
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At the most basic level, dancing tango in the milonga involves two people standing 
in front of each other, ready to dance together in an intimate space, focusing on 
touch. However, the felt sense of touch in the duet is embedded in a specific 
context characterized socially, culturally and aesthetically by a particular physical 
setting and by particular norms, values and rules of engagement between 
participants. Pegorer (2008) describes the physical space of a milonga as 
conventionally characterized by a dance floor in the center with tables and chairs 
arranged at the sides. As to the structure of the experience of dancing, Pegorer 
(2008) goes on to argue that  
 
[w]hat makes a Tango a Tango is largely due to its distinctive music. Tango 
music has a very important influence on the dancing at the Milonga as it 
creates a particular atmosphere and mood. It also provides structure, as 
different musical sets are played of usually 4 songs, with an intermission in 
between to permit couples to separate and re-form. I have often imagined the 
dance floor as being flooded by dozens of tiny waves, hitting the banks and 
draining away, like a very deep breath. (p. 40) 
 
In the same article, Pegorer (2008) defines the milonga as “a micro-society, in which 
broader socially accepted gendered behaviour is repeated and seldom contested” (p. 
36). Savigliano (2010), Merrit (2012) and Brickhill (2016), among others, describe 
the typical ways in which the fixed separation of roles between men and women 
informs how the dance partners are expected to make and accept an invitation and to 
move as a couple in the collective space of the dance. Their accounts are 
corroborated by Olszewski’s (2008) description of the ordered interaction between 
dancers in the milonga. As the music starts, a woman will look out for an invitation. 
A man might then invite her to dance. If their gazes cross and the agreement is 
reaffirmed, they will meet on the edge of the dancefloor, stand in front of each other 
and join in an embrace. Then their improvised dance will begin. The man will usually 
suggest a movement and the woman will usually follow by turning that suggestion 
into a step across the space. Usually, the male dancer will walk forward while the 
female dancer will walk backward. Facing each other and maintaining physical 
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contact, the partners will walk counter clockwise around the dance floor along with 
other couples and will be watched by those who are not dancing. Each dance will end 
when the music ends (Olszewski, 2008). 
 
Having danced and taught tango for several years, I was led to this study by the 
desire to understand how it is that, within the framework of the milonga, tango allows 
the partners (who are likely never to have met each other before) to indulge in a deep, 
sensuous and long-lasting experience of touch. Tango dancers are literally dancing 
heart-to-heart and they can hear the breath of the other. They can become immersed 
in the dance to the point of closing their eyes. It will be argued that what comes to 
matter in those specific moments—as they are experienced in the practice of tango—
is a unique kinesthetic framework that, out of an infinite number of possible sensory 
stimulations and impulses, enables the dancers to feel physically and affectively 
present. On the one hand, these are moments one could not experience without the 
form. On the other, however, this traditional framework narrows the options available 
for moving together. The partners are bound to a series of assumed dualisms—
between genders, roles, styles of music and types of movements. What happens to 
those kinesthetic feelings and sensations that are dissonant, that do not fit in the 
shared interpretation and in the accepted sociocultural activations of the form? 
 
Another aspect of the practice framework of the milonga which has influenced the 
decision to conduct this study in alternative sites is the strong codification of the 
dance. In fact, while social tango is not choreographed, it involves the repetition of 
given steps and movement patterns which are to be performed following specific 
techniques taught in separate classes and workshops. It is arguable that the 
codification of tango into a form of social dance reduces the potential for surprise and 
creativity in the encounter with other dancers (for a different position on how 
improvisation is the key characteristic of the movement interaction between social 
tango dancers, see Olszewski, 2008). This risk can be associated with committing in 
advance to shapes of the body and sequences of figures and steps, and with the 
implicit assumptions made about what the partner is doing or should be doing in the 
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dance. According to Brickhill (2016), the commitments and assumptions that 
characterize the experience of dancing tango in the milonga tend to become pre-
programmed ways of dealing with the present moment. 
 
Engaging touch in tango in ways which help to generate new modes of moving and 
thinking requires destabilizing the given equilibrium of the key elements of the 
practice. While social tango involves paying attention to one’s body, others, the 
music and the spatial environment, in the traditional event of the milonga I have not 
found the conditions required to pursue this trajectory of inquiry. In order to 
challenge the habitual perception of touch as a tango dancer, it was necessary to place 
my body in alternative spaces and situations where I could explore tango as an 
internally felt experience of movement without having to replicate the external form 
of the dance (this methodological process will be described in more detail in Chapter 
Four). 
 
A Somatic Approach to the Study of Tango 
 
This section sets out the conceptual framework of the study and identifies the key 
research question. I will draw together the ways in which exploring tango somatically 
in the studio and in other sites opened a space to generate new insights that may be 
valuable for non-tango practitioners and for researchers in other areas. The nexus 
between tango and somatics will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Two. As 
argued above, the scope of this study does not encompass the external historical and 
social dynamics associated with the development of tango in Argentina and its global 
diffusion. I have been trying to internalize my conversation with the practice at the 
level of sensations and feelings. 
 
The term somatic is used in this thesis to denote a broad range of first-person 
approaches to movement based on the body as an internally sensed and immediately 
perceived living process of awareness (physical, emotional and cognitive) and of 
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entanglement with the external world (see Hanna, 1976, 1985, 1986a, 1986b, 1987a, 
1987b). Philosopher and Feldenkrais practitioner Thomas Hanna (1986a) argues that 
 
When a human being is observed from the outside – i.e., from a third-person 
viewpoint – the phenomenon of the human body is perceived. But, when this 
same human being is observed from the first-person viewpoint of his own 
proprioceptive senses, a categorically different phenomenon is perceived: the 
human soma. (p. 4, emphasis in original) 
 
This study draws on movement practices and contexts to enable me as researcher to 
observe through my own “proprioceptive senses” in the way Hanna suggests. In a 
pure sense, the somatic study of movement involves approaching it as structured and 
interpreted around perceptual experiences (Fraleigh, 2015). In dance, the term 
somatic refers typically to principles, methods and technique based on the dancer’s 
internal sensitivity and processes of listening. This differs from performative 
techniques, such as ballet and modern dance, where external observation and 
movement outcomes are emphasized (Brodie & Lobel, 2012). Approaching the dance 
of tango somatically has two major implications for this study. The first is that my 
bodily experience as the main inquirer is approached as “the affective and conscious 
medium” which “provides the condition for perception, and also self-perception” 
(Fraleigh, 2015, pp. xx-xxi). The lived perception of dancing tango is not only 
something investigated from the outside as an object but also something approached 
directly and explicitly as integral to the process of inquiry. Studying tango 
somatically requires studying the intelligence of bodily life as both the subject and 
object of the inquiry. This demands a very intense level of reflexivity.7 
 
The second implication of taking a somatic turn has to do with focusing on the lived 
experience of movement and, in particular, on the sensory modality of kinesthesia. In 
this study, the sensations of touch felt in the tango encounter are explored as qualities 
of the moving body. The sense of movement is both subject and object of the inquiry. 
The thesis draws on the extensive work on dance and bodily life by philosopher and 
                                               
7 On bodily sensations as content and method in the development of somatic knowledge in dance, see 
Green (2002). 
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former dancer Maxine Sheets-Johnstone (1999, 2010, 2011a, 2011b, 2012a, 2012b, 
2015a, 2015b, 2016a, 2016b). Sheets-Johnstone approaches the phenomenon of 
movement as a paradigm of animate life and thinking. As a process of becoming, she 
argues, movement is not merely “a packaged physical happening” (i.e., what happens 
to our body as an object changing position in space), or an action or behavior 
determined by the brain (Sheets-Johnstone, 2015, p. xxiii). Movement is an 
animating life-force which works as the primary source and framing mechanism of 
our thinking (Sheets-Johnstone, 2011a) and which gives us our first sense of agency 
(Sheets-Johnstone, 1999). This suggests a radical epistemological and ontological 
shift from studying movement as the by-product of cognitive thought to studying 
movement as a direct experience of pre-reflective consciousness. This shift has 
worked to inform this research both conceptually and experientially. 
 
The study aims to explore the somatic potential of dancing tango by re-engaging 
the perception of touch framed in the traditional practice. This involves 
challenging the expectation—driven by habits, patterns or the style one is trying to 
imitate—that the encounter has to take a particular direction, with a given form. As 
I will discuss in the two field work chapters (Chapter Five and Chapter Six), re-
engaging touch in tango involved opening up my body to different somatic 
experiences, alone and with other dancers. I engaged not only with tango dancers 
(to whom I proposed to defer the habitual ways of touching each other and moving 
together), but also with contact improvisation dancers and contemporary 
improvisers (with whom my expectations of how a partner should move and a 
body should look could not be fulfilled). To face the personal and cultural 
constraints and limitations of my tango background and enrich the possibilities of 
somatic experience in the process of inquiry, I have been drawing on the practices 
and discourses of contemporary improvisational dance forms (De Spain, 2003, 
2014; Millard, 2012, 2015; Fraser, 2014, 2015) and of contact improvisation 
(Paxton, 1975, 1977, 1986, 1987, 2003; Stark-Smith, 2003; Koteen & Stark-Smith, 
2008; Little, 2014, 2018). This involved borrowing and experimenting with a range 
of perceptual modes and practical tools and with strategies of movement inquiry to 
  
16 
support the deepening and widening of body aliveness. The nexus between tango 
and dance improvisation was approached with reference to the work of an 
international network of alternative tango practitioners who, for over two decades, 
have been experimenting also outside the social framework of the milonga.8 
Participating as a teacher in the 6th International Contact Tango Festival held in 
Germany in February 2018 was a key turning point in revealing the central 
research question. The study asks: How might a tango dancer engage different 
improvisational dance modes to step outside the customary framework of the 
practice to re-encounter, document and reflect on the felt sense of touch? 
Following this research trajectory, the tango duet is re-engaged as a set of enabling 
constraints which end up framing particular somatic experiences of movement 
improvisation.9 
 
In engaging a somatic approach to the study of tango, the distinction between 
authentic and inauthentic was found to be conceptually problematic and confusing 
to work with. In my experience as a tango dancer, I have noticed a certain tendency 
to associate the authentic experience of the dance with an attitude of deference to 
its cultural and historical roots. The authentic tango tends to be conflated with the 
original styles consolidated in the Argentine tradition. In turn, as the dance goes 
global, the role of ensuring the authentic re-enactment of the original is usually 
assigned to Argentine masters—who have learned the art from the past generations 
of dancers in the specific environment of Buenos Aires (on the role of authenticity 
in the global diffusion of tango, see Olszewski, 2008). Rather than pursuing the 
idea that there is a singular, ideal, objective or subjective position that the practice 
should reveal, the research involved allowing my body to explore the sensations 
and feelings associated with dancing tango while questioning the fixity of its form 
and of its roles. In accordance with McLeod’s (2016) critique of the use of the 
notion of authenticity in the field of dance improvisation, this did not involve an 
                                               
8 Brickhill (2016) offers an important starting point to engage the alternative landscape of tango 
practices and practitioners in Europe and Australia. These practices will be discussed in the second 
and third chapters of the thesis. 
9 On the notion and use of constraints in dance improvisation, see Goldman (2010). 
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attempt to find my “authentic self” in the process. In fact, pursuing exposure to 
what might spontaneously emerge in the practice of improvisation can lead to a 
range of movement expressions which exceed the confines of a singular “me” 
(McLeod, 2016).  
 
During the research, my approach to the question of authenticity progressively 
shifted from an initial sense of alienation from the original sources of tango, to a 
creative tension with the traditional movement and imageries embodied in the duet as 
it is experienced in the contemporary landscape of the practice. This shift involved 
recognizing how hard it is to avoid the feeling of being inauthentic when tango is 
engaged from the outside-in. When this happens, a static system of shapes, moves 
and meanings are inscribed on the body as a projection-through-imitation of the style 
of one of the great Argentine masters. Rather than trying to adapt to a fixed idea of 
tango, I began to map the internal impulses and sensations associated with the lived 
experience of dancing in the milonga. In this way, it was possible to engage the 
physical and affective traces left on my body by several years of practice without 
having to cling to the external representation of tango movements or to the enactment 
of a tango persona. Working through improvisation, below the surface of conscious 
thinking, I was led to recognize that the traditional form of the tango encounter acts 
on my dancing body with the powerful immediacy of an archetype, to convey not 
only the exterior shape of steps and patterns, but also, and more importantly for this 
research, the deeply personal feeling of playfulness and vulnerability shared in the 
dance. As the methodology of the study developed, the expression “inner tango” was 
introduced to name my experience as a dancer-researcher engaging a conversation 
with the practice at the level of feelings and sensations. The idea of the “inner tango” 
is used in this thesis to express the process of shifting from an experience of 
replicating the dance as an external form to the spontaneous emergence of 
movements within the enabling constraints of the dance (see Chapter Five and 
Chapter Six for further discussion on this process).  
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International tango masters Gloria and Rodolfo Dinzel maintain that “there is always 
the possibility of something new, a possibility that appears once in that single and 
prodigious moment of dancing a Tango” (Dinzel & Dinzel, 2000, p. 106). Along 
these lines, this thesis argues that, while tango provides a kinesthetic architecture for 
an improvised dance, the improvisational nature of the dance depends on the 
unpredictable quality of the encounter between the dancers in the unknown space 
emerging between internal life and external reality. Drawing on Sheets-Johnstone’s 
(2015b) understanding of kinesthesia as “a directly sensitive movement 
consciousness” (p. xvii, emphasis in original), this unknown space was approached in 
this research by working with the capacity of the dancing body to attend and respond 
to sensory stimuli without imposing mental representations on the contents of 
sensations and on the enactment of movements. In exploring the somatic experience 
of touching and being touched, the focus is placed on what happens underneath the 
apparent structure, vocabulary and techniques of the dance—in the space of 
negotiation between the impulses felt internally by the dancers and the external 
manifestation of their shared movements. Exploring this improvisational space of 
tactile negotiation between bodies and impulses led to developing the framework of 
kinesthetic listening as an alternative way of experiencing the dance of tango. 
 
Touch in Tango as an Experience of Kinesthetic Listening 
 
This section summarizes the main findings of the study and their relevance for the 
field of somatics in dance practices. I will outline the parallel between touch and 
kinesthetic listening that frames the research question and that will be elaborated 
conceptually and practically in the thesis. I will also describe some of the important 
processes involved in dancing tango as an experience of kinesthetic listening. 
Listening is approached in this study as a tactile experience and identified as a key 
quality of shared improvised movement in the practice of tango. In associating 
listening with the senses of touch and movement, I am drawing on the somatic 
approach articulated by dancer, somatic practitioner and philosopher Sondra Fraleigh. 
Fraleigh (2015) describes listening as a first-person perceptual process and as an 
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attitude to expression and communication in which “touch and movement blend 
together” (p. xxiv). According to this approach, dance, touch and listening are 
imbricated in a complex, non-consequential dynamic in which the movers “are in a 
listening relationship through qualities of touch” and in which “the one who touches 
is also being touched” (Fraleigh, 2015, p. xxiv). The intersection between touch and 
listening which forms the field of this study can be compared with Little’s (2018) 
discussion of “tactile attention” in contact improvisation and with Franceschelli’s 
(2016) discussion of “deep contact” in the fusion of tango and contact improvisation 
(these and other perspectives from the field of somatics in dance improvisation will 
be examined in Chapter Three). 
 
The key insight emerging from the research is that there is an important relation 
between the somatic experience of dancing tango and the improvisational dimension 
of the encounter with the dance partner. By exploring touch as kinesthetic listening, it 
is possible to engage the unknown improvisational space between the partners while 
accessing new ways to improvise together in a fulfilling and expressive way. In fact, 
focusing somatic awareness in the space between the inside and outside experience of 
dancing together and between the experience of touching and being touched allows 
the researcher to destabilize the implicit assumptions about how the body should 
move and what it should look like in the practice of tango. In accordance with 
Fraleigh’s (2015) arguments, this process involves taking implicit assumptions about 
one’s body and movements to the level of intentional use. This involves developing 
kinesthetic awareness of why and how one is engaging with certain movement 
modalities. Drawing on De Spain’s (2003) investigation of this process in dance 
improvisation, intentionality can be approached in terms of how the act of moving 
can help us become aware of “the relationship between what we want and how we 
act” (p. 33). However, this study aims to reveal how re-engaging touch in tango as an 
experience of kinesthetic listening can help the dancer experiment on the edges of 
conscious awareness. When listening is practiced as a way not only to interpret one’s 
self and one’s world, but also to allow each other to be in a feeling state of the other 
(together), something else about our internal impulses can become available to 
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movement; something that we might have not been able to reveal by working 
individually. 
 
Working within the limits of conscious awareness, this study seeks to articulate the 
ways in which re-engaging touch in tango as an experience of kinesthetic listening 
might lead to access and activate the unintentional aspects of the dancer’s experience 
of movement. The felt experience of dancing together unsettles the static idea of 
one’s body as a separate entity preceding the encounter to reveal the bodily 
entanglements through which boundaries come to be perceived as such. This 
transmission of sensations and feelings across bodily boundaries was explored by 
engaging in particular with the notions of “relational movement” (Manning, 2007, 
2009, 2013), “affect attunement” (Stern, 1998) and “movement’s contagion” (Foster, 
2008). The study investigates how, when something intimately felt together unfolds 
with somatic awareness, the porous space between inside and outside can reveal new 
ways of relating with someone else’s movement that the conscious mind of the 
individual struggles to grasp in isolation. Partner dance can become more powerful 
than the individual dancers and something can be revealed about body, self and world 
that was not previously available to perception. 
 
The study shows how tango, as an experience of listening through the medium of 
touch, holds a space for sensing and feeling into the other person’s movement 
impulses. This space between the dancers works as a kind of body-based laboratory 
of non-intentional stimuli which involves an intimate experience of sharing. Drawing 
on Irigaray’s (1992, 1996) philosophical discussion of eros, this research uncovers 
how this somatic process of being exposed and vulnerable to the presence of the 
other entails a complex negotiation between the dancers—rather than the 
reproduction of a given script in which one has to surrender to the other so that the 
unison of the dance can be achieved. This is an ongoing perceptual negotiation whose 
tension is not solved with the external manifestation of the traditional form of a tango 
duet. A continuum is found between the possibility of re-encountering the felt sense 
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of touch through the practice of listening and the potential for challenging the formal 
boundaries of the tango dance. 
 
Developing a practice of touch as kinesthetic listening in the experience of dancing 
tango requires attending to bodily states of perceptual readiness and responsiveness 
to internal and external stimuli. Through the tactile framework of the improvised 
encounter, tango dancers are called to expand and deepen sensory awareness so that 
their felt sense of moving together can be rescued from the conscious grip of their 
individual ego. Touch as listening requires the ability to be in-the-dance moment-by-
moment and to use creatively the kinesthetic resources emerging in the connection 
with one’s body, the partner and the space. This study argues that this type of somatic 
discipline involves an attitude of forgetfulness towards what one thinks they know so 
that each partner, each moment and each spatial entanglement can be encountered as 
if for the first time, opening space to experience with a genuine sense of curiosity and 
discovery. Borrowing an expression used by Polish theatre director Jerzy Grotowski 
(1973), it is arguable that tango begins (and ends) with “disarming one’s self” (esp. 
pp. 117-118). Engaging this attitude in the somatic experience of the tango duet 
involves, first of all, suspending the accepted mental images of how the partner will 
be embraced, what the first step will be and when it will occur. In this process, the 
self is disarmed by exchanging the reliance on movement vocabulary and technique, 
and on fixed roles and rules, for the uncertainty of waiting in deep stillness in the 
stream of subtle sensory stimuli received from the outside. A different starting point 
is to be found, each time, as a result of feeling into the movement impulses of the 
other person. The dance unfolds by sustaining this sensuous process of giving and 
receiving impulses through touch. In this sense, touch as kinesthetic listening 
involves also the possibility of being affected at the personal level—to be moved 
both physically and affectively—by the tension generated in the unknown space of 
the encounter. 
 
This study extends the field of somatics by illustrating its effectiveness in the dance 
of tango while providing new insights for thinking about sensibility and 
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responsiveness in dance improvisation. The experiential framework of kinesthetic 
listening is proposed as an approach to touch in tango that bridges the customary 
elements of the practice with contemporary and contact improvisational modes. In 
particular, by targeting touch as a medium for the transmission of sensations and 
feelings within the enabling constraints of the tango duet, the research contributes to 
an understanding of how kinesthetic awareness is informed by the movement 
relationship with others in the perception of a continuum between the internal and the 
external world. In turn, investigating the somatic process of allowing each other to be 
in a feeling state together leads to a rethinking of the relation between the dance 
partners. The study offers a new perspective on how tango can be studied as an 
ongoing negotiation between modes of expression that need not be reduced to a fixed 
role or to a prescriptive image of the moving body. 
 
The main implication of developing a somatic understanding of tango as an 
experience of kinesthetic listening is the possibility of challenging the preconceived 
idea that bodies exist in isolation and that the sense of physical boundaries precedes 
the encounter with the world. Exploring touch in tango as an intimate experience of 
vulnerability and exposure to someone else’s movement impulses can help redefine 
how we approach the tension between being separate and being together in the 
practice of improvisation and in dance and movement more broadly. It can also help 
redefine how we collectively understand and approach the causes and consequences 
of living in “a culture which has engineered an environment which requires physical 
and sensorial suppression to exist” (Paxton, 2011). You can move and touch without 
making your presence available for an encounter with others and the world. But the 
act of kinesthetic listening opens a sensory channel for becoming aware of how touch 
and movement can be felt as a process of connection across bodily boundaries. By 
proposing a somatic way of exploring and understanding the experience of dancing 
tango as a tactile experience of listening, this study signals a possible trajectory to 
orient the search for alternative cultural models. 
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Outline of the Thesis 
 
In this last section of this introduction I will outline the structure of the thesis. 
Chapter Two maps this study of tango as a particular case in the field of somatics in 
dance improvisation. The chapter begins by presenting the discipline of somatic 
movement and discusses its relationship with the field of dance with specific 
reference to the practice of dance improvisation and to the notion of kinesthetic 
awareness. It then discusses the nexus between tango and dance improvisation and 
provides an overview of studies of tango focused on the somatic experience of 
improvisation. 
 
Chapter Three identifies and discusses the parallel between touch and kinesthetic 
listening as the conceptual frame of the inquiry. The chapter begins by analyzing the 
connection between the sense of touch and the sense of movement. Then it provides 
examples of research on tango and contemporary and contact dance improvisation 
which focus on the relationship between touch, somatic listening and kinesthetic 
awareness. Finally, after a wide-ranging literature review, it identifies the space felt 
by the dancers between inside and outside and the tactile transmission of sensations 
and feelings in the experience of dancing together as the key areas of potential 
contribution of the study. 
 
Chapter Four begins by introducing the methodological framework of practice-led 
research in the creative arts and by providing a definition of what is meant by 
practice-led research in this study. Then it discusses the emergence of a first-person 
somatic approach through which to conduct the inquiry outside the customary 
framework of tango practice. The chapter continues by explaining this approach as a 
way to practice deferral from the habitual perception of touch as a tango dancer. This 
leads to outlining the field work by describing the frames, methods, goals and 
challenges of the inquiry. The rationale for integrating photographic and audio-visual 
documentation in the text is then provided. The chapter concludes by claiming the 
development of a somatic approach to explore touch in tango outside the context of 
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the milonga as a contribution the study makes transversally to the fields of dance 
studies and of tango studies. 
 
The research field work is documented, described and discussed in Chapter Five and 
Chapter Six. Here the research is presented through selected moments of practice 
integrated with insights and interpretations. Chapter Five (the first part of field work 
explorations) includes a range of different somatic experiences framed in various 
public and performance spaces to map the perceptual traces left by dancing tango on 
and in my body. Working outside-in, I engage the connection between the implicit 
assumptions of moving and looking in particular ways and what is internally felt in-
the-moment. This connection works as a condition through which to bring tension to 
the given equilibrium of the well-rehearsed elements of the tango form. 
 
Chapter Six (the second part of field work explorations) presents and reflects on 
some key moments of the group improvisation lab run in the studio by explicitly 
entangling the tango duet with contemporary and contact improvisation dance modes. 
Here the research question is approached inside-out. The emphasis is on the internal 
processes of the somatic experience and how, by approaching touch as an 
improvisational practice of kinesthetic listening, something can be discovered about 
what else tango could be. In particular, the inside-outside experience of the dance is 
explored as a porous space for the transmission of movement impulses through the 
medium of touch, which is characterized by the subtle imbrication of the acts of 
giving with receiving. 
 
Chapter Seven discusses the findings of the inquiry in terms of how, by studying 
touch as a practice of kinesthetic listening while focusing on the somatic 
experience of improvisation, it is possible to shed new light on the relation 
between touch and eros in tango. The conclusion of the thesis elaborates the 
contributions and the implications of the inquiry for future practice and research. 
  
25 
2. Somatics in Dance Improvisation: The Case of 
Argentine Tango 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The aim of this chapter is to map the field of the study. The research is positioned in 
the field of somatics in dance improvisation. Within this field and through a case 
study of tango, I am exploring the felt experience of touch. Positioning the study of 
tango as a somatic experience within the field of dance improvisation involves 
foregrounding the processes and outcomes of dancing as they are experienced first-
hand by the dancer as both content and site of the inquiry. 
 
The chapter begins by introducing the field of somatics while differentiating the 
meanings of the noun soma and the adjective somatic from the more popular notions 
of body and embodiment (Hanna, 1976, 1985, 1986a, 1986b, 1987a, 1987b). This 
leads to outlining the confluence of somatic movement and dance as the broader 
perimeter within which the practice of dance improvisation is approached as the field 
of this study (Eddy, 2002, 2009; Batson, 2009; Fraleigh, 2015). Reference is made to 
the influence of postmodern dance (Banes, 1987; Novack, 1990; Matheson, 1998; 
Carter, 2000) and contact improvisation (Paxton, 1975, 1977, 1986, 1987, 2003; 
Stark-Smith, 2003; Koteen & Stark-Smith, 2008) on the development of dance 
improvisation. The chapter also discusses examples of leading contemporary 
scholarship in the field (De Spain, 2003, 2014; Goldman, 2010).  
 
The chapter continues by tracing the nexus between tango and improvisation. 
Brickhill’s (2016) comparative study of tango and contact improvisation is identified 
as a key resource to bridge studies of tango with the somatic approach. Brickhill’s 
(2016) research employs the lens of kinesthetic awareness to develop a critique of 
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reductivist communication in tango dancing while engaging with the emerging body 
of somatic and improvisational tango practices and practitioners in Europe and 
Australia. The chapter concludes by mapping the field of somatic studies of tango 
with reference to a range of non-Argentine perspectives (Walter, 2007; Thimm, 2007, 
2008; Pegorer, 2013, 2014b; Fournier et al., 2014; Cron, Grenier & Fournier, 2015; 
Franceschelli, 2016; Mora Ninci, 2016; Fournier & Grenier, 2019). 
 
2.2 What is Meant by Somatic? 
 
Shifting the focus away from the traditional human-scientific approach to tango as an 
object of sociocultural inquiry, and targeting bodily life as both subject and object of 
inquiry, involves facing the still dominant dualism between mind and body which 
characterizes the mainstream paradigm of scientific knowledge in the Western 
tradition. This dualism dates back to Descartes’ view of the body as a physical 
extension and mechanical instrument of the ethereal mind. Over two thousand years 
before Descartes, Plato had defined the body as the prison-house of the soul. If the 
body cannot think, then how can the experience of dancing lead to an understanding 
of tango? In his epistemological critique of the mainstream philosophy of science, 
Polanyi (2009) maintains that “[o]ur body is the ultimate instrument of our external 
knowledge, whether intellectual or practical. In all our waking moments we are 
relying on our awareness of contacts of our body with things outside for attending to 
these things” (pp. 15-16, emphasis in original). According to Polanyi (2009), 
embodied knowing is an emergent process which leaves traces of a tacit dimension of 
the phenomenon being investigated. This process cannot be grasped with language, 
but is nonetheless an irreplaceable part of explicit knowing. 
 
To investigate what Polanyi (2009) describes as the tacit knowing of the body, one 
option is to engage with the phenomenon of embodiment. However, as argued by 
Paterson and Dodge (2012), there is an important difference between the 
conventional understanding of embodiment (as an analytical perspective within the 
boundaries of the mainstream scientific paradigm) and the sensory experience of the 
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body (as both an alternative way of conducting research and an alternative model of 
thinking): 
 
Sensory experience has obviously been implicit, pervasive within research 
activities and therefore inherently present in some form or another, but rarely 
recorded or deemed worthy of analysis in itself. Linked to this trend, if the 
late twentieth century interest in embodiment was characterized by thinking 
about the body as a site of signification for the politics of gender, or the 
production of meaning through adornment, inscription and so on, the early 
twenty-first century is seeing another blooming of interest in ‘the body’, this 
time as an explicit research tool. (Paterson & Dodge, 2012, p. 5) 
 
Along similar lines, addressing the Cartesian “specter” of the mind/body dualism, 
Sheets-Johnstone (1999) claims that “the term ‘embodied’ is a lexical band-aid 
covering a 350-year-old wound generated and kept suppurating by a schizoid 
metaphysics” (p. 275). According to Sheets-Johnstone, the notion of embodiment 
evades the task of understanding “the nature of living nature from the ground up … 
by conveniently packaging beforehand something already labelled ‘the mental’ or 
‘mind’ and something already labelled ‘the physical’ or ‘body’” without explaining 
how “‘the package’” itself emerged to begin with (Sheets-Johnstone, 1999, p. 275). 
 
In the field of somatics, sensory experience is brought explicitly to the foreground of 
inquiry and the felt sense of the body is approached as integrated with the felt sense 
of the mind (Batson, 2009). The notions of soma and somatic are differentiated from 
the common use of body and embodiment (Fraleigh, 2015). The term somatic (as a 
quality of bodily experience) and the cognate expression somatics (as a field of 
study) were introduced as topics of inquiry and discussed systematically by Hanna 
(1976, 1985, 1986a, 1986b, 1987a, 1987b). In What is Somatics? Hanna (1986a) 
argues that the human body is the phenomenon perceived when we observe a human 
being from a third-person perspective. When, on the other hand, this same human 
being is observed “from the first-person viewpoint of his own proprioceptive senses”, 
argues Hanna, “a categorically different phenomenon is perceived: the human soma” 
(p. 4). Hanna claims that the soma is an “unself-conscious, automatic function that is 
responsible for getting us through life—or through books or movies or traffic or 
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through conversation” (Hanna, 1985, p. 42, emphasis in original). Referring to the 
experience of engaging in conversation, for example, the author describes the 
conscious mind as a minor function of the soma: 
 
You’ve been doing all of these things: were you aware of them? Did you 
intend to do them? … [I]t was a soma which was speaking and gesturing, and 
that soma is you speaking and gesturing. But that halting, inefficient, 
mechanical self-reflector who is part of a sudden paralysis, this is not you; it 
is one of the minor functions of yourself as soma. (Hanna, 1985, p. 43, 
emphasis in original) 
 
Etymologically, the terms somatic and somatics derive from the Greek word soma, 
meaning “the living body in its wholeness” (Brodie & Lobel, 2012, p. 6). According 
to Fraleigh (2015), while the adjective somatic points to the ancient Greek root of the 
word soma (which refers to the organic, physical body and to its internal regulative 
processes), the Greeks used two words: soma and psyche, to convey a living essence, 
and never the word soma alone. Along Fraleigh’s (2015) lines, the notion of soma is 
approached in this study “inclusively, with the understanding that soma in its 
aliveness includes psyche in its fullness” (p. xx). In turn, the term somatic is used in 
this study to denote a first-person approach to inquiry based on the body as an 
internally sensed and immediately perceived living process of awareness (physical, 
emotional and cognitive) and of entanglement with the external world. 
 
2.3 Somatics and Dance 
 
In her brief history of the field of somatics in relation with dance, Eddy (2009) begins 
by asking: “How did individual experiences of, and with, the living body become a 
field?” (p. 6). Eddy claims that somatic practices emerged in Europe on the cusp of 
the twentieth century as ways to find “answers to bodily needs and communicative 
desires through internal bodily awareness” (Eddy, 2009, p. 6). These experiments led 
practitioners to “discover the potency of listening deeply to the body” (Eddy, 2009, p. 
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6).10 Drawing on the seminal work by Hanna (1985) mentioned above, Eddy goes on 
to refer to the pioneers of this “new movement” (Gerda and FM Alexander, 
Feldenkrais, Gindler, Laban, Mensendieck, Middendorf, Mézières, Rolf, Todd, and 
Trager) and to describe the common features of the “methods” characterizing the new 
“discipline” formed by each of them:  
 
Each person and their newly formed ‘discipline’ had people take time to 
breathe, feel and ‘listen to the body,’ often by beginning with conscious 
relaxation on the floor or lying down on a table. From this gravity-reduced 
state, each person was guided to pay attention to bodily sensations emerging 
from within and move slowly and gently in order to gain deeper awareness of 
‘the self that moves’. (Eddy, 2009, p. 6) 
 
According to Eddy (2009), the field of somatics developed in three main directions: 
somatic psychology, somatic bodywork, and somatic movement. Eddy’s history of 
the field focuses on the third branch, also referred to as “somatic movement 
disciplines” (Eddy, 2009). This is also what is meant in this study when referring to a 
somatic approach to the study of tango. Eddy (2009) argues that engaging somatic 
methods and exercises for “listening to the body” opens up the possibility of 
responding to sensations “by consciously altering movement habits and movement 
choices” (p. 7). Along the same lines, with reference to the pioneering approaches 
developed by Frederick Matthias Alexander, Rudolf Laban and Moshe Feldenkrais, 
Brodie and Lobel (2012) claim that, as a process which involves “[b]ringing 
awareness to the bodily processes of breathing, sensing, connecting and initiating”, 
the use of somatics in dance can reveal movement habits and open up new movement 
possibilities” (p. 7). According to Brodie and Lobel (2012), when combined with the 
practice of somatic movement, the focus of dance “is on the individual experience; 
how we feel as opposed to how others perceive us or how we think we are being 
perceived” (p. 6). This is also what is meant when referring to the somatic approach 
in this thesis. The focus is placed on how the experience of “listening to the body” 
                                               
10 The influences of Eastern, African and other non-Western practices such as Yoga and the martial 
arts on the development of modern somatic practices are traced in Eddy’s cross-cultural analysis of the 
field (Eddy, 2002). 
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can help dancers challenge their habitual perception of movement with particular 
reference to the role played by touch in this process. 
 
The work of Mabel Todd, author of the ground-breaking book The Thinking Body 
(1937), is particularly useful for understanding how somatics can influence dance by 
providing practical methods and tools for engaging with non-habitual movement 
experiences. Todd is recognized as a pioneer in the field of human physiology and in 
the study of the effects of psychological and mental processes on human movement 
(Brickhill, 2016). According to Todd (1937), the quality of movement is dependent 
on “the emotional drive, or feeling for the idea” of moving in a specific way (p. 281, 
cited in Brickhill, 2016, p. 157). A central idea in Todd’s process of inquiry and of 
personal transformation is that changing the imagery inherent in a practitioner’s 
habitus is crucial to changing the thinking and the moving which is based on that 
imagery (Brickhill, 2016). Todd’s approach, named “Ideokinesis” by Lulu Sweigard, 
was later adapted into several methods (see the work of André Bernard and Irene 
Dowd) involving facilitation through touch and the use of visualization as a catalyst 
for changing movement behavior (Dempster, 2003; Batson, 2009). Batson (2009) 
maintains that “[f]or decades, Ideokinesis has influenced the language for learning 
and teaching dance” (p. 3). Initially developed as a practice for injured dancers, 
Ideokinesis has been widely integrated into dance curricula because it is thought to 
expand “knowledge of posture and movement efficiency in technique and 
performance” (Batson, 2009, p. 3). 
 
Another way to approach the relation between dance practice and somatic movement 
is offered by Fraleigh (2015) who argues that studying movement somatically implies 
approaching it as “intentionally structured around perceptual phenomena” (p. xxi). 
Fraleigh (2015) refers to “somatic movement arts” as a collective signifier for those 
fields of practice, knowledge and human development bridging “experiential 
anatomy, developmental patterns, dance, performance, yoga, and facilitation through 
touch” (p. xix). The term art is used “in its wide meaning as skillful action and 
expression” and somatic movement arts are described as “[m]ovements made special 
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through care … where artful actions are carefully cultivated, not for show, but for the 
benefit of individuals and communities” (Fraleigh, 2015, p. xx). Although dance is 
“more than movement”, argues Fraleigh (2015), because of the aesthetic and cultural 
construction of its many forms, when practiced somatically it “takes on a set of 
values associated with perceptual knowledge, also including aesthetic and cultural 
experience” (p. xxiii). 
 
2.4 The Practice of Dance Improvisation 
 
In this study, the relation between somatics and dance is analyzed in the specific 
practice of dance improvisation. Matheson (1998) begins her entry on improvisation 
in the International Encyclopedia of Dance by arguing that “[d]ance improvisation 
can be defined as the spontaneous exploration of human movement possibilities” 
across its different manifestations in “performance dance as well as in ritual, social, 
educational and therapeutic dance” (p. 443). Matheson (1998) then makes the 
distinction between improvisation as a “creative ability” (the unplanned, tacit aspect 
of performing which is known only by the performers) and as a “performing ability” 
(the intentional use of improvisation in performance) (pp. 443-444). The emergence 
of dance improvisation as a specific performance practice is traced back by Matheson 
(1998) to the experimental dance and theatre movement which started in the 1960’s 
in the US and was interwoven with the development of postmodern dance. However, 
it is also important to acknowledge the contribution of avant-garde European dance 
practices in the first half of the twentieth century. These practices led to the 
endorsement of open form as an alternative to repetition according to given structures 
and of process as a key aspect of performance (Carter, 2000). In particular, the work 
of Emile Jacques-Dalcroze and of Rudolf Laban was particularly influential in setting 
the conditions for a shift of mentality which anticipated the more focused studies on 
improvisation of the second part of the twentieth century. Carter (2000) claims that, 
while Dalcroze “advanced the notion that dance does not require predetermined steps 
and traditional forms but can also emerge in other ways”, Laban’s “theories and 
experiments helped to free the dance movement from dependence on musical 
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structure and applied many devices conducive to improvisation”—including 
collective decision-making, full body movement and interchangeable roles (p. 184). 
 
According to Novack (1990, esp. Chap. 2), the development of the practice of dance 
improvisation in the US followed the process of evolution of modern dance from the 
early period of the 1920’s and 1930’s (see the pioneering work of Marta Graham and 
Doris Humphrey among others) into the modern dance experiments of the late 1940’s 
and 1950’s by major choreographers like Merce Cunningham, Anna Halprin and 
Erick Hawkins. These choreographers claimed “an important shift of orientation” by 
trying “to remove meaning from a symbolic or narrative content of dance and place it 
in the act of developing new movement techniques and/or new formal or structural 
methods for choreography” (Novack, 1990, p. 25). In the 1960’s this led to a strong 
interest in improvisational performance, in particular with the proliferation of the 
practice of “concerts of dance” (see the activities of the Judson Church Dance 
Theatre in New York) and the birth of several avant-garde movement collectives (see 
the San Francisco Dancers’ Workshop). Novack describes this process as involving 
the investigation of “spontaneity, informality, and collective action in the production 
and performance of dance” and the experimentation “with treating the body as a 
neutral enactor of movement rather than as an expressive, gendered personality” 
(Novack, 1990, p. 43). 
 
The birth of dance improvisation as a specific field can be traced back as part of the 
process of incubation of postmodern dance (Banes, 1987; Novack, 1990; Matheson, 
1998). Postmodern developments engage with dance as thinking and resisting the 
imposition of form and meaning from the outside – an approach to considering the 
dancer’s experience which is central to the approach taken in this study. Several 
influential postmodern dancers and choreographers, including Yvonne Rainer, Trisha 
Brown and Steve Paxton, were part of the Grand Union improvisational dance group 
which was established in New York in 1970. In describing the peculiar aspects of 
Rainer’s style, Banes (1987) refers to “streams of movement connected alogically” 
which included “not only dance-technical steps and gestures, but also quirky motions 
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like twiddling the fingers in front of the face” and which involved “a great deal of 
repetition” and the emanation of noises “in an apparent stream of consciousness from 
her body” (p. 42). As to the dance-making work of Trisha Brown, Banes (1987) 
claims that “[h]er major concern has always been to find the schemes and structures 
that organize movement, rather than the invention of movement per se” and that 
those structures provided the dancers with constraints ensuing not only in “functional 
gestures” but also in “movements one can scarcely describe or imagine” (p. 86). 
Finally, I will refer to Steve Paxton’s postmodern experiments which led to the 
evolution of the very popular form called “contact improvisation” after the 
performance of the influential piece “Magnesium” at Oberlin College in 1972. 
Paxton’s dance practice is described by Banes (1987) as characterized by a focus on 
“ordinary, physical things”, a “close attention to pedestrian activities and the bodies 
of everyday people” and the use of scores to motivate movements (p. 57). According 
to Novack (1990), “Paxton was becoming interested in establishing a formal structure 
for improvisation rather than an anarchic one like that of the Grand Union” (p. 60). 
 
In positioning this study in the field of dance improvisation, particular attention is 
given to the practice of contact improvisation whose characteristics are particularly 
useful to support the analysis of the case of tango. According to Novack (1990), 
contact improvisation emerged not only from the process of experimenting with 
modern dance but also on the wave of the growing popularity of social dance 
which characterized the US in the 1960’s (especially with rock and roll) and the 
growing interest among dancers in somatic movement disciplines (combined with 
an interest in Eastern martial arts). Social dance was influential in the development 
of contact improvisation because it manifested the possibility of “being able to do 
‘your own thing’ on the dance floor” (Novack, 1990, p. 39). Somatics was 
influential because dancers were concerned with “movement training which was 
both scientifically based and sensuously felt” (Novack, 1990, pp. 51-52), and they 
found therapeutic techniques (like those developed by Moshe Feldenkrais, 
Frederick Matthias Alexander and Irmgard Bartenieff) useful for this purpose. 
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Paxton (1975, 1977, 1986, 1987, 2003) approaches contact improvisation as a duet 
system of dance in which movement is generated through a relational system of 
exchanges between active and passive demands and responses. The point of 
contact improvisation is, according to him, “the pleasure of dancing with 
somebody in an unplanned and spontaneous way, where you’re free to invent and 
they’re free to invent and you’re neither one hampering the other” (Paxton, cited in 
Stark-Smith, 2003, p. 158). Nancy Stark-Smith, a founding member of contact 
improvisation and the long-time editor of the Contact Quarterly journal, describes 
the practice as “the experience of flow” and as a discipline that trains us in “spatial 
disorientation” (Stark-Smith, 2003, p. 165, emphasis in original). Addressing the 
question of how two dancers who have just met can dance contact improvisation in 
a meeting that touches “the soul along with the body”, Stark-Smith (2003) argues 
that: “[c]ontact bases its language on the natural laws that govern motion (gravity, 
momentum, inertia, etc.). With these laws as our constitution, we have no need for 
legislation” (Stark-Smith, 2003, p. 156). 
 
I will conclude this section by considering the work of leading contemporary scholars 
of dance improvisation Kent De Spain (2003, 2014) and Danielle Goldman (2010). 
The experience of “listening to bodily cues arising from breath, touch, and 
movement” (Batson, 2009, p. 1), which is a signature point of somatic movement, is 
also a signature point of improvisational practices. De Spain (2003) uses the notion 
of “improvisational awareness” to describe the experience of improvisation as “a way 
of being present in the moment” through which “your awareness of yourself within 
that moment both challenges and refines your presence in each subsequent moment” 
(p. 27). The focus of De Spain’s inquiry is on how this subjective movement-based 
experience works and on what it reveals about ourselves and our world. According to 
De Spain (2003), the (linguistic) knowledge of the structure and content of 
improvisation is based “on a kind of echo that survives the constant disappearance of 
the improvisational ‘now’” (p. 29). As to the content of improvisational awareness 
(e.g., sensations, images, emotional states, memories and intentions), De Spain 
(2003) differentiates between “the world inside” and “the world outside”. The former 
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involves what is sensed “beneath the apparency of movement” by coming into 
contact “with the intricacies of somatic experience” and by interacting with those 
sensations through movement (p. 30). The external landscape, on the other hand, is 
revealed to improvisers by engaging the world “beyond the boundary of their skins” 
(De Spain, 2003, p. 31). According to De Spain (2003), the richest improvising 
emerges from the connection between sensing the environment and moving with 
reference to both the external and the internal landscape. 
 
Goldman’s (2010) work problematizes the conventional understanding of improvised 
dance as a spontaneous exploration of movement possibilities aimed at achieving 
freedom. In examining the meaning of freedom as a fundamental element of 
improvisation, Goldman’s (2010) position is that “improvisation does not reflect or 
exemplify the understanding of freedom as a desired endpoint devoid of constraint” 
(p. 3). Constraints are referred to as “structural and stylistic norms” which, while 
enabling eloquence, can influence the expected shape of the dancer’s body and 
enforce certain movement modalities—thus making it hard to move in unfamiliar 
ways and be taken by surprise (Goldman, 2010, p. 7). Goldman (2010) proposes to 
shift the focus from the idea of “freedom-as-achievement” to how “shifting 
constraints” are negotiated by the improviser as a “way to inhabit one’s body and to 
interact with the world” (p. 5). 
 
2.5 The Nexus Between Tango and Improvisation 
 
While the dance of tango involves improvisation, tango is not dance improvisation. 
Positioning the study of tango as a particular case in the field of dance improvisation 
involves two main challenges. The first has to do with the different aesthetic and 
cultural parameters characterizing the two practices as they emerged, respectively, in 
Argentina and in the US. The second challenge is that the methods and languages of 
somatic movement are not explicitly integrated in the traditional framework of tango. 
To address these challenges, I will draw also on sources found outside the field of 
somatics in dance improvisation. This broad approach aims to enrich the 
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conversation about how somatics can become more inclusive of practices which fall 
outside its traditional landscape. 
 
Tango emerged in Buenos Aires between the late 19th century and the early 20th 
century (Collier, 1992, 1997). During this period Buenos Aires was faced with great 
social and cultural transformations and massive migratory flows, turning from a big 
village into a modern multi-ethnic metropolis (Collier, 1997). According to 
Argentine dance masters Rodolfo and Gloria Dinzel (2000), the birth of tango was 
driven by the original needs and desires of the displaced and immigrant people who 
started to seek a new identity and a new role to play in a completely new 
environment where traditional bonds and roles had disappeared. Tango allowed them 
to articulate and share their innermost sentiments of loneliness and nostalgia and their 
longing for new roots and connections. Indeed, argue Dinzel and Dinzel (2000), these 
adverse conditions and sad sentiments worked as creative impulses to express a 
feeling of humanity and joy through the experience of the dance: “The essence, the 
driving force of tango was and is the freedom to be able to ‘do’ in communion” (p. 
98). Shifting perspective from the origins of tango to its contemporary ethos, it is 
useful to consider also how Horacio Ferrer, one of the major poets in the history of 
tango and director of the Academy of Tango of Buenos Aires for nearly twenty-five 
years, answered the question “What is tango?” in an interview for an Argentine 
magazine: 
 
Tango is a combination of artistic expressions and a way of being, of living. 
Being ‘tanguero’ is a form of moving through existence, yet without playing 
an instrument or singing or dancing. It is a form of living that mixes 
bohemian lifestyle, work, illusions and conceptions of love. In all this, 
friendship plays an important role. (Ferrer, cited in Zito, 2013, my translation 
from Spanish original) 
 
Now compare these two accounts of tango with a description of what was involved in 
dancing contact improvisation in New York in the 1970’s, extracted from an 
interview with James Tyler included in the documentary film Artists in Exile: A 
History of Modern Dance in San Francisco (2000). At that time, Tyler had just 
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moved from New York to San Francisco and was a member of the all-male dance 
group “Mangrove”: 
 
In New York at that point it was just…pure bodies, it was very kind of cool, 
you didn’t look at each other, there was not verbalizing at all, there was no 
emotion in it, it was not personal, you weren’t doing any kind of emotional 
relationship, it was just the dancing. (Forbord & Trott, 2000) 
 
Tyler points to how the specific culture of dancing contact improvisation in New 
York during the early years of the practice involved prioritizing physical movements 
over emotions and personal expression (Forbord & Trott, 2000). On the other hand, 
tango is described by Dinzel and Dinzel (2000) and by Ferrer (cited in Zito, 2013) as 
an answer to an existential condition which involves sharing deep personal feelings 
in the broader context of the practice. The comparison between these different voices 
foregrounds the complexity of dance as a human endeavor. While, on the one hand, it 
would be reductive to see contact improvisation as a purely physical experience, on 
the other, it would be reductive to see tango as a purely affective experience. 
Studying tango somatically does not need to involve reducing its cultural ethos and 
aesthetic values to those of other improvisational dance modes or to a neutral 
understanding of the human body. Somatics can enrich our experience and 
understanding of tango, a practice which falls outside its traditional scope, by 
providing the methods and tools for exploring particular movement modalities and 
ways of relating with others that have emerged and are usually enacted in different 
contexts. 
 
The comparison between the cultures of tango and contact improvisation leads to the 
question of how a dance characterized by a well-established form can be approached 
somatically. Drawing on Louppe (2010), the meeting between tango and dance 
improvisation can be described as a process of engaging the “pre-movement” where 
the stylistic and qualitative values of the tango duet are established before any visible 
movement is seen. Louppe (2010) describes “pre-movement” as an empty zone in 
which one’s body-image and intentionality are not yet formed but the color of the 
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action is already played out. Along these lines, the shift to dance improvisation in this 
study can be approached as a micro-cultural shift that enables things previously taken 
for granted, such as the expression of tango dancing, to be explored in terms of the 
dancer’s felt sense of movement. Following Preston-Dunlop’s (1963) analysis, 
inspired by the work of Rudolf Laban, the focus in exploring the relation between the 
dancer’s body and the dance of tango shifts from how a given form is impressed on 
the body through techniques and steps, to how one’s own sense of movement is 
connected with the expression of the particular properties of the dance. In this 
process one is led to ask to what extent style can be bent before something is no 
longer perceived as tango and what else the identity of the tango dance can be 
defined by, if not by style. The experience of Australian contemporary dancer 
Melanie Lane, working on the nexus between her Western dance training and 
lineages of Javanese dance, suggests that this question might be displaced by shifting 
the focus to how the dancer’s physical histories (cultural and personal) are engaged 
with and negotiated as a creative resource (Theodore, 2018). 
 
Apart from a few exceptions (e.g., Dinzel & Dinzel, 2000, 2012), leading Argentine 
tango practitioners have not articulated their approaches to the dance as systematic 
studies of the sense of movement. This is the second key challenge involved in 
positioning the study of tango in the field of somatics in dance improvisation. Both 
tango and somatic movement practices originated on the cusp of the twentieth 
century, but they did so from different sources driven by different needs and 
conditions. A possible point of departure to address this difference is to consider how 
and to what extent somatic awareness is implicitly integrated in the traditional 
framework of tango practice. This leads to a consideration of the relation of somatic 
experiences with the material fabrics of the contemporary culture of dancing tango. 
In her analysis of the construction of gender in the social context of the milonga, 
Villa (2011) addresses this point by arguing that 
 
the dance itself (couple dance, separation of roles etc.) represents a 
materialization of aesthetic codes that have been turned into a structure, the 
codes taking their roots in historical and political discourses. These discourses 
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(exoticism, contraposition to daily routines, nature of feelings, passion, 
complementary gender difference etc.) are staged, reproduced and modified in 
the material settings and the more or less ritualised actions of the dancers. 
(n.p.)  
 
The complex processes of cultural and aesthetic negotiation underpinning the dance 
form in its social manifestations have influenced the ways in which dance 
practitioners have tried to contemporize the study of tango, both within and without 
the boundaries of the Argentine frame. In what follows, I will consider the attempts 
to pluralize and deepen the understanding of the traditional framework of the dance 
made by Argentine dancers involved in the “New Tango” movement (Naveira, 2009; 
Merrit, 2012). The “New Tango” movement emerged in Buenos Aires in the 1980’s 
and early 1990’s and then spread around the world (Merrit, 2012). In his critique of 
the idealization and false representation of the Golden Age of tango in Buenos Aires, 
Argentine dancer Gustavo Naveira (2009)—internationally recognized as a major 
exponent of this movement both as teacher and performer—argues that 
 
[l]ike anything in a process of development, tango dancing has obviously 
undergone changes since the era of the 40’s. And, the remaining members of 
that generation claim ingenuously that the tango of that time was and is the 
“correct” one. Tending to support this idea is the fact that we dance to old 
music, that of the “original” tango.  In addition, the trappings of the tango of 
that era are still with us; the milonga is the same, the dance hall is the same, 
the tables are the same … and, logically, why should we not dance the same 
… (pp. 83-84) 
  
Naveira (2009) welcomes the movement “toward a ‘new’ dimension in tango 
dancing” through a process of “improving, developing and enriching” (p. 82) which 
challenges the blind defense of any style of dancing claimed as the only correct and 
authentic way of dancing. His critical stance is associated with the contention that the 
growing global interest in tango has little to do with the diffusion of Argentine 
culture and the knowledge of the history of the tradition, but, rather, with the intrinsic 
qualities of the dance and the pleasure of dancing: 
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it is a question of dancing well. We have learned, and we have developed our 
knowledge. The result of this is a dance of greater possibilities, of great 
technical and virtuosic richness, and also of much more artistic quality. 
(Naveira, 2009, p. 83) 
 
The deeper understanding and the pluralization of expressive forms initiated by 
Naveira and by other exponents of the “New Tango” movement can be seen as 
paving the way for a somatic approach to the tango dance. In fact, these processes 
involve questioning the superficial re-enactment of traditional ways of thinking and 
moving in tango dancing by encouraging experimentation with traditional repertoires 
and techniques. In going back to the roots of the dance to codify a vast vocabulary of 
steps and movement patterns, “New Tango” practitioners have analyzed the subtle 
mechanics of movement to develop a mastery of improvisation which allows the 
dancer to let go of the repetition of sequences (Saraza, 2011). However, it is arguable 
that evolution has been occurring mainly within the formal boundaries of the tango 
duet and the social context of the milonga. In setting up a study of tango as a case of 
somatics in dance improvisation, I am making the radical step not only of 
contaminating the idea of tango with contemporary improvisational dance modes 
(both in form and content), but also of foregrounding the internal perception of 
movements (rather than their external manifestations as steps or patterns) as the lens 
of the inquiry. 
 
2.6 Somatic Studies of Tango 
 
In this final section of the chapter I will draw on the relation between somatics, 
listening and dance discussed above to map the somatic research on tango conducted 
by a growing number of non-Argentine practitioners (Walter, 2007; Thimm, 2007, 
2008; Pegorer, 2013, 2014b; Fournier et al., 2014; Franceschelli, 2016; Mora Ninci, 
2016; Fournier & Grenier, 2019).11 In this field, the language of somatics is 
                                               
11 In mapping works characterized by the study of tango as an improvisational experience, I am not 
including studies in the cognitive sciences (see Kimmel, 2012, 2015). Kimmel (2012) advocates a 
cognitive approach as best suited to analyze the improvisational skills that enable tango dancers to 
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integrated more explicitly with the ways in which the experience of improvisation is 
elaborated and communicated in and as tango. Most of this work has been conducted 
independently and was rarely published. I will begin by reviewing Brickhill’s (2016) 
pioneering study which explores the European and Australian landscapes of somatic 
tango practices. Then I will describe the European context in more detail and I will 
provide some examples of how alternative tango practitioners refer to their somatic 
engagement with the traditional form of the dance. 
 
The study conducted by dancer and independent researcher Eleanor Brickhill (2016) 
contributes to a more systematic understanding of somatics in tango. Brickhill (2016) 
approaches tango as a social dance and dance culture which is characterized by 
prescriptive behavioral codes, movement habits and bodily imageries typical of the 
Argentine tradition and exported around the world. With particular reference to the 
Australian context, the author uses conceptual and practical resources drawn from 
contact improvisation and somatic practices to reveal some of the assumptions 
implicit in the way tango practice is traditionally enacted. The milonga is described 
by Brickhill (2016) as “a place where the unwritten rules of tango are most 
conspicuous, either in their adherence or in their transgression” (p. 34). Within the 
protocols of the milonga, she maintains, the boundaries of what tango is or should be 
are constantly tested—either knowingly or unknowingly. The danger of transgressing 
the rules is felt, for example, when a woman invites a man to dance or when same sex 
couples dance together. Brickhill (2016) claims that, in contact improvisation, 
“kinesthetic training” and awareness of one’s “proprioceptive body” have created a 
quite different, i.e., “non-hierarchical” and “non-heteronormative” culture of 
communication (p. 153). In search for a more dialogical communicative model, 
Brickhill (2016) engages through direct experience and interviews with the emerging 
body of practices and knowledges developed in Europe and Australia by alternative 
                                               
move “as a super-individual ensemble” and “to feel the partner’s intention at every moment” while 
removing “the almost numinous aura” from tango improvisation, “which non-practitioners tend to 
think of as unstructured intuition” (pp. 75-76). Arguably, while Kimmel’s (2012, 2015) cognitive 
approach foregrounds questions of intersubjectivity and embodiment in improvisation, reducing the 
creative experience of dancing to cognitive skills is not conducive to a somatic understanding of 
improvisation—which is the aim pursued in this study. 
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tango dancers. This leads her to conclude that, although there are no general solutions 
to make tango dancing more inclusive and egalitarian, the practice of somatic 
awareness can help dancers develop more sensibility to what is felt by others while 
promoting the experience of an “endless gliding” between differences (Brickhill, 
2016, p. 154).  
 
The other key reference in mapping the field of somatics in tango is the international 
practice-based dance research week Tango Diferente organized yearly between 2012 
and 2015 by Adriana Pegorer at the Ponderosa center for movement and discovery in 
Stolzenhagen, Germany (Pegorer, 2012a, 2013). The aim of this research week, as 
stated by Pegorer (2013), was to explore “the fusion of tango with other techniques, 
styles, and concepts” (p. 5). Pegorer’s experiment involved a substantial number of 
dancers and movement practitioners with a wide spectrum of experiences, 
competences and perspectives. The idea of tango was explored through association 
with other dance practices (e.g., contact improvisation, contemporary dance and 
Japanese Butoh) and somatic practices (e.g., Skinner release techniques, the 
Feldenkrais method, Yoga, Zen Shiatsu, Five Rhythms, Pilates, and mindfulness).12 
The success of the first Tango Diferente contributed to the birth in 2013 of the 
International Contact Tango Festival organized in Wuppertal, Germany, by 
contemporary dancer and somatic practitioner Gabriele Koch. The event gathers 
teachers of various hybrid forms of tango and contact improvisation, mainly from 
around Europe.13 
 
Somatic tango researchers bring tension to the elements of the customary tango 
framework and to their given equilibrium by working on the kinesthetic sense of the 
dance (see Fournier et al., 2014; Pegorer, 2014b; Franceschelli, 2016). This process is 
                                               
12 See Pegorer (2012a, 2012b, 2014a, 2015) for an extensive description of the program of activities 
carried out during the four Tango Diferente research weeks between 2012 and 2015. Pegorer’s weblog 
articles also include extracts from the plenary discussions conducted at the end of each week and 
feedback from participants. For a more conceptual summary of the first Tango Diferente, see also the 
short article published in the newsletter of the Contact Quarterly academic journal (Pegorer, 2013). 
13 The festival has reached its seventh year in 2019. For a background of the teachers and a description 
of the workshops, see http://www.contact-tango.de/teachers-description.html. 
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pursued by developing specific methods of movement-based inquiry as in the case of 
somatic movement researchers discussed earlier on in this chapter (Eddy, 2009). This 
de-codification and pluralization of the ways in which the duet is engaged has 
brought the somatic knowledge of dance improvisation to bear on the idea of tango in 
original ways. I will refer in particular to the somatic research conducted by Fournier 
(Fournier et al., 2014), Pegorer (2013, 2014b) and Franceschelli (2016) which is 
focused on the interchange between the dance forms of tango and of contact 
improvisation with the mediation of various somatic practices—each from a unique 
angle and with different results.  
 
France-based Edwine Fournier, artistic director of the ensemble Collectif Tangible, is 
regarded as a pioneer of the fusion of contact improvisation and tango (Pegorer, 
2013). Drawing on sensory-based methodologies and on somatic practices like Body-
Mind Centering, Fournier has developed a method of inquiry into tango based on 
“body states” (Fournier et al., 2014). Adriana Pegorer, based in London, has a 
background as both tango and contact improvisation dancer, teacher and performer. 
Pegorer has developed the approach of “tango release” by drawing on the anatomical 
release principles and techniques based on the work of pioneering somatic 
practitioners Mabel Todd and Lulu Sweigard (Pegorer, 2013, 2014b). Finally, 
Alessandro Franceschelli, also based in France, is a contact improvisation and tango 
dancer and martial artist. Franceschelli (2016) has explored the principles and 
techniques of “deep contact” by combining the dance forms of contact improvisation 
and tango with the practice of the Eastern martial arts (mainly Aikido and Kung Fu). 
These key perspectives will be discussed in more depth in the next chapter in the 
light of the conceptual frame of the study. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This chapter has positioned this study of the tango dance in the field of somatics in 
dance improvisation. This involved providing a background on the practices of 
somatic movement, dance and dance improvisation and analyzing the nexus between 
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them. The potentially transformative effect of somatic listening and kinesthetic 
awareness on movement habits was identified as a key reference point for the 
research. Then the chapter discussed the nexus between tango and improvisation and 
addressed the main challenges involved in studying tango with a somatic approach. 
Finally, the field of somatic research on tango was outlined and examples were 
provided of alternative tango practitioners who have developed new ways of moving 
and thinking by bringing tension to the customary framework of the practice. The 
next chapter will articulate the conceptual framework for the study by weaving 
together the research on kinesthetic awareness and somatic listening in tango and 
dance improvisation with the analysis of the sense of touch. 
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3. Touch as Kinesthetic Listening: A Conceptual Framework 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The aim of this chapter is to frame the inquiry conceptually. The question of how a 
tango dancer might re-engage touch outside the customary framework of the milonga 
frames the discussion of works on touch and movement perception within the fields 
of tango, dance improvisation and somatic movement as well as in other fields. The 
review is focused on works that investigate the relation between internal perception 
and the perception of other bodies. 
 
The chapter begins by identifying the sense of touch as the focus of analysis in the 
study of tango as a somatic experience of improvisation. I will discuss touch as a 
sense integrated within the system of haptic perception and by defining touch as an 
internally felt experience connected with the proprioceptive and kinesthetic capacity 
of the body to sense itself and movement (Juhan, 1987; Storks, 2009). Then I will 
consider Sheets-Johnstone’s (1999, 2010, 2011a, 2011b, 2012a, 2012b, 2015a, 
2015b, 2016a, 2016b) phenomenological analysis of kinesthesia as the pre-reflective 
sensory consciousness through which the sense of touch and the sense of movement 
are integrated. Drawing on Behnke (2008), the somatic approach to movement and 
touch will be differentiated from the phenomenological approach. Finally, touch as a 
mode of kinesthetic listening will be outlined as the somatic-conceptual framework 
of the study with reference to the frameworks developed by Fraleigh (2015), 
Feldenkrais (1975, 1977, 1981, 1990, 2010) and Hanna (1985). 
 
The chapter continues by discussing how research on the somatic experience of 
dance improvisation and, more specifically, tango, contributes to an understanding of 
touch as kinesthetic listening. I will begin by providing examples of how the sense of 
touch and the sense of movement are integrated in contemporary dance improvisation 
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and contact improvisation practices (Cohen Bull, 1997; Ellis, 2009; Olsen, 2014; 
Little, 2014, 2018). Then I will analyze two distinct bodies of research on touch in 
tango. Within the boundaries of the traditional framework of the dance, I will 
consider the pioneering work of Erin Manning (2007, 2009, 2013) and the growing 
field of research on tango as a practice of kinesthetic empathy and sensuous dialogue 
(Olszewski, 2008; LaFortune, 2010; Cant, 2012; Abadi, 2013; Chatzimasoura, 2013; 
Zubarik, 2013). Finally, I will discuss somatic studies of tango which challenge the 
customary model of the practice by engaging also with contemporary improvisational 
dance modes, and, in particular, contact improvisation (Pegorer, 2013, 2014b; 
Fournier et al., 2014; Franceschelli, 2016). In reviewing these three bodies of 
research, I will use examples from the literature to illustrate kinesthetic listening from 
a range of points of view while referring to the different terms used by other authors 
to engage and articulate this somatic experience. 
 
Drawing on the framework of touch as kinesthetic listening outlined in the first two 
sections, the chapter concludes by identifying the focus and potential area of 
contribution of the study. This involves discussing a range of theoretical perspectives 
on the perception of bodily boundaries between the world inside and outside as both 
a physical and affective experience (De Spain, 2003, 2014; Manning, 2009, 2013; 
Brandstetter, Gerko & Zubarik, 2013; Zubarik, 2013; Sheets-Johnston, 2016a, 
2016b). The discussion of how internal perception is connected with the perception 
of other bodies and with the environment of which the dancer is part draws on the 
ground-breaking work by Barad (2007, 2012, 2015) and Ingold (2009). To advance 
the analysis of touch as a process of transmission of sensations and feelings in the 
shared experience of an improvised dance, the chapter then engages Stern’s (1998) 
notion of “affect attunement” and Foster’s (2008) notion of “movement’s contagion”. 
Finally, drawing on Irigaray (1992, 1996), the lens of eros is introduced as a useful 
resource for exploring this process in the particular case of tango. 
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3.2 The Sense of Touch 
 
The previous chapter identified the convergence of somatics, dance improvisation 
and tango as the field of this study, through the investigation of the internal 
awareness of movement. In this section, I will discuss how the sense of touch is 
connected to the sense of movement, also referred to as kinesthesia, and to the notion 
of proprioception. Touch, kinesthesia and proprioception will be brought under the 
more general umbrella of haptic perception. This will lead to an identification of 
touch as kinesthetic listening as the somatic-conceptual frame of the study. 
 
3.2.1 Touch and Haptic Perception 
 
The term perception is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as the “the 
awareness of something through the senses”. The dictionary mentions explicitly the 
senses of sight and hearing among the sources of this awareness. This research 
focuses on touch as a fundamental element of perception (see Juhan, 1987; Storks, 
2009). According to somatic bodywork practitioner Dean Juhan (1987),  
 
Touch is the chronological and psychological Mother of the Senses. In the 
evolution of sensation, it was undoubtedly the first to come into being. It is, 
for instance, rather well developed in the ancient single cell amoeba. All the 
other special senses are actually exquisite sensitizations of particular neural 
cells to particular kinds of touch: compressions of air upon the ear drum, 
chemicals on the nasal membrane and taste buds, photons on the retina. In the 
human embryo, the sense of touch develops in the sixth week, when we are 
less than an inch long. ... Touch, more than any other mode of sensation, 
defines for us our sense of reality. ... No other sense gives us so much of the 
world. (p. 29) 
 
Then, in exploring how the sense of touch informs our sense of self, Juhan (1987) 
argues that 
 
[t]actile experience tells me as much about myself as it tells me about 
anything that I contact. … Tactile surface is not only the interface between 
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my body and the world, it is the interface between my thought process and 
my physical existence as well. (p. 34) 
 
From Juhan’s (1987) perspective, touch is not understood as something that 
happens only externally between the body and the world and that has to do 
exclusively with the things out there which we are touching. Rather, touch is 
viewed as something integral to internal perceptions. Along these lines, this study 
focuses on the sphere of perception that has to do with the ability, interrelated with 
touch, to have an internal sense of our body (also known as proprioception, see 
Storks, 2009; Fraser, 2014) and particularly of movement (also known as 
kinesthesia, see Sheets-Johnstone, 1999, 2010, 2011a, 2011b, 2012a, 2012b, 
2015a, 2015b). 
 
The term proprioception combines the Latin word proprius (one’s own) with 
perception and thus literally refers to one’s own perception. In his critical discussion 
of the historical evolution of the idea of proprioception in Western thought, Storks 
(2009) associates internal perceptions with the neurological awareness of one’s 
individuality in the world and defines proprioception as the internal sense of the 
position of the different body parts relative to each other and to space. Kinesthesia—
a term emerging from the combination of two Greek words, kinein (movement) and 
aisthesis (sensation)—is associated by the same author to a distinct sphere of internal 
sensations, namely those of one’s movement. After claiming that, in different 
research traditions, proprioception is classified as comprising kinesthesia—while in 
others it is the other way around, Storks (2009) brings both under the same umbrella 
of the interoceptive senses (i.e., the ability to have internal sensations of one’s 
internal organs) and gathers the somatic sensations associated with both within the 
haptic sensory system and particularly with the internal haptic field.14 Storks (2009) 
completes the description of the somatic sensations comprised within the internal 
haptic field by adding visual proprioception (the ability to have internal sensations of 
movement when seeing other bodies moving in space) and the vestibular system (the 
                                               
14 The term haptic derives from the Greek word haptikos which means “involving touch” and “able to 
touch or grasp” (see the Oxford English Dictionary). 
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sense of balance related with hearing). According to Stork (2009), the external haptic 
field is related to sensations from outside the skin and works through skin receptors 
which provide information through contact with the external world by way of 
pressure, friction, stroking, heat and pain, etc. This model is particularly useful to 
clarify the connection between the sense of touch, somatic sensations and movement 
which is central to this study of tango.15 
 
Storks’ (2009) model of the sensory system of perceptions traces back the 
understanding of interoceptive senses in Western thought to “the fragmentation of the 
sense of touch” (p. 2) and differentiates the working of touch from the other four 
exteroceptive senses: sight, hearing, smell and taste. The latter are described as 
characterized by specific outwardly oriented sense organs (eyes, ears, nose and 
tongue) and are associated directly with the perceptions of one’s external world 
through each separate organ and with the direct agency of environmental inputs on 
the contents of perception. The sense of touch, on the other hand, is conceived by 
Stork (2009) as working both outwardly and inwardly by integrating external and 
internal sensations in the overall system of perception. In fact, as with the other 
interoceptive senses (proprioception, visual proprioception, kinesthesia and the 
vestibular system), immediate skin-contact and tactility are connected with the 
perception of one’s internal world through inward oriented receptors. Moreover, 
tactile stimulations are received also directly from internal action (impulses) related 
to response to environmental stimuli captured by exteroceptors (inputs) rather than 
determined directly by them (Storks, 2009). Drawing on an understanding of the 
somatic sensations of touch, body and movement as deeply interrelated, in this study 
I am using the notion of “haptic perception” to indicate the complex system of their 
reciprocal influences. 
 
                                               
15 In philosophy, the phenomenological work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty is an important example of 
the attempt to articulate a theory of perception which overcomes the dichotomy between inside and 
outside. See, in particular, the essay ‘Eye and Mind’ included in The Primacy of Perception (1964) in 
which Merleau-Ponty argues that we do not perceive the world as separate from it, but as immersed in 
it. 
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3.2.2 Touch and the Kinesthetic Sense 
 
The relation between the sense of touch and the sense of movement is addressed in 
this study as a starting point to frame conceptually the study of somatics in dance 
improvisation in the particular case of tango. Following this trajectory, I will discuss 
in more depth the meaning and function of kinesthesia as it is approached with 
specific reference to dance and somatic practices. Then I will propose Sheets-
Johnstone’s (1999, 2010, 2011b, 2015a) work as a useful resource through which to 
address the relation between touch and movement in tango. 
 
Dance improvisers Blom and Chaplin (1988) argue that 
 
[t]he kinesthetic sense, often bypassed by the more externally apparent senses 
of taste, touch, sight, hearing and smell, is actually the most potent and 
relevant one for the dancer. It refers to the body’s ability to perceive weight, 
balance, verticality, laterality, gravity, buoyancy, volume, muscular tension, 
fatigue, release, stretch, flexion and extension, rotation, spatial orientation, 
and timing. (pp. 182-183) 
 
Drawing on the works by Juhan (1987) and Storks (2009) discussed in the previous 
section, this quote prompts one to ask the question of whether and how the perception 
of touch participates in the unfolding of the kinesthetic abilities described by Blom 
and Chaplin (1988) as central to the act of dancing. As a fundamental process of first-
hand internal perception of bodily life, touch is integral to somatic movement 
practices. For example, touch and movement are explicitly integrated in the 
therapeutic methods developed by several somatics practitioners. This is the case for 
the methods developed by Moshe Feldenkrais (Feldenkrais, 1975, 1981, 1990)—
“awareness through movement” and “functional integration”, by Irene Dowd (Dowd, 
1991, 1994, 1995)—"intentional touch”, and by André Bernard (Bernard, Stricker & 
Steinmuller, 2006)—“Ideokinesis”. The relation between kinesthetic awareness and 
the sense of touch is particularly important in the case of tango, where the dance is 
based directly on the reciprocal touch of the partners in the duet (Pegorer, 2013, 
2014b; Fournier et al., 2014; Franceschelli, 2016). 
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In making the case for movement as a neglected mode of knowing and being which 
underpins our very capacity of thinking, Sheets-Johnstone (2010) argues that: “We 
are never out of touch with something as long as we are alive” (p. 5). Sheets-
Johnstone’s (1999, 2015b) extensive and detailed analytical framework of the 
phenomenon of movement as profoundly connected with the touch-based sense of the 
body influences this study of tango in two main ways. First, kinesthesia is defined as 
a sensory modality through which we access thinking pre-reflectively—rather than an 
indirect ability conferred to the body by the brain (Sheets-Johnstone, 2015b). Second, 
the connection between the sense of movement and the sense of touch is explored by 
integrating physical and affective elements (Sheets-Johnstone, 1999). 
 
Reflecting in retrospect on her popular work The Phenomenology of Dance 
(originally published in 1960), Sheets-Johnstone (2015b) begins by identifying a 
significant gap between dominant behavioral views of movement as physical motion 
controlled by the brain and the description of movement as primal intentional 
consciousness developed by phenomenological philosophers such as Merleau-Ponty 
in the first half of the twentieth century. Sheets-Johnstone (2015b) claims that the 
workings of kinesthesia go deeper than what is afforded by the conventional notions 
of proprioception (as the internal ability to sense the relative position and extension 
of the limbs) and of kinesthetic awareness (as the sensed motion of the body in 
space).16 Rather than being merely “a packaged physical happening” (i.e., what 
happens to our body as an object changing position in space or to our body parts 
changing positions relative to each other), or an action or behavior determined by the 
brain, movement is defined as a process of becoming (Sheets-Johnstone, 2015b, p. 
xxiii). Kinesthesia is defined by Sheets-Johnstone (2015b) as our “directly sensitive 
movement consciousness” allowing us both to perceive our bodies in a qualitative 
                                               
16 For an example of the more conventional approaches to kinesthesia, see Brodie and Lobel’s (2012) 
account of the kinesthetic sense as a tool for enhancing movement in dance education and 
performance. In this work, enhanced movement is described in terms of “ease and efficiency” (p. 61) 
and as “coordinated, consistent, accurate” (Brodie & Lobel, 2012, p. 62). 
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process of becoming and that process of becoming itself (p. xvii, emphasis in 
original). 
 
Going back to German philosopher Edmund Husserl’s original conception of 
phenomenology in the early twentieth century—in which consciousness is grounded 
on the basic phenomena of intuition and intentionality, Sheets-Johnstone (2015b) 
maintains that the ground of dance is to be found in the inherent spatio-temporal-
energic qualitative dynamics of self-movement.17 Challenging the opinion of eminent 
philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty (who developed a phenomenology of perception 
drawing on Husserl’s ground-work, see Merleau-Ponty, 1962, 1964), Sheets-
Johnstone (2015b) thinks, however, that the knowledge of kinesthesia that resides in 
the experience of dance cannot be acquired in terms of a hypothetical pre-reflexive 
awareness of the body in-the-world, or bodily schema. Direct, first-person 
experiential examination of the experience of self-movement is required to gain 
access to corporeal consciousness. According to Sheets-Johnstone (2015b), through 
self-observation of the qualitative realities of movement it is possible to enlarge the 
sensory modality of kinesthesia. 
 
The second key element of Sheets-Johnstone’s (1999, 2011b) phenomenological 
understanding of the sense of movement that is relevant for this study of tango may 
be identified as a deep interconnection between kinesthesia, touch and affective 
modes of bodily experience. According to Sheets-Johnstone (2011b), “from birth 
onward” human animate life becomes “of moment” through “real life bodily 
happenings that resonate tactilely and kinaesthetically, which is to say experientially” 
(p. 159, emphasis added). In another article on the relation between emotion and 
movement Sheets-Johnstone (1999) maintains that “affective feelings and tactile-
                                               
17 The term “energic” is used by Sheets-Johnstone instead of “energetic” to describe bodily movement 
as an inherently complex and dynamic phenomenon which cannot be understood as the equivalent of 
an object in motion. In her phenomenological analysis of the experience of self-movement, Sheets-
Johnstone (1999) argues that it is through the act of releasing particular forces or energies that the 
qualities of movement are created in the act of moving. In discussing the energic qualities of 
movement as “a felt aspect of the experience”, the author gives examples of how energy can be 
released in a “sustained manner”, in an “explosive manner”, or in a “punctuated manner” and reflects 
on how these differences can be observed as “projectional” qualities (Sheets-Johnstone, 1999, p. 268). 
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kinaesthetic feelings are experientially intertwined” (p. 264, emphasis in original). 
The entanglement between the sensations and the feelings of movement and touch 
proposed by Sheets-Johnstone resonates with Juhan’s (1987) evocative description of 
the powerful connection between the physical feel of touch on the skin and the 
feelings associated in the mind: 
 
The “feel” in my skin and the “feelings” in my mind, what I “feel” and 
how I “feel” about it, become so confounded and ambiguous that my 
internal “feelings” can alter what my skin “feels” just as powerfully as 
particular sensations can shift my internal states. (p. 34) 
 
3.2.3 Touch and Kinesthetic Listening 
 
So far, the connection between the sense of touch and the sense of movement in the 
system of perceptions has been approached as a thing of the world by drawing on a 
phenomenological conceptual framework. Studying haptic perception somatically 
involves shifting the focus to how the body is internally felt as a pre-reflective 
experience of kinesthetic awareness. In her analysis of the nexus between 
phenomenology and somatics, Behnke (2009) maintains that the body is 
simultaneously a real thing and a real experience from which we are inseparable. 
According to Behnke (2009), what sets somatic practices apart is a direct engagement 
with tactile-kinesthetic awareness as an investigative process oriented towards the 
“living, moving person – as a whole” (p. 18). This involves listening to the ways in 
which we are part of the world, for example through the relation with gravity and the 
ground. Extending the conventional use of the word “listening”, this sensory process 
is approached as an experience of listening to somatic sensations. The emphasis is 
placed on the direct perception of how the soma is listening—i.e., having a directly 
felt sense of touch and movement (Behnke, 2009). 
 
The idea of kinesthetic listening emerges in this study from the association of the 
notion of kinesthesia as the direct sense of movement and the tactile experience of 
somatic listening involved in the dance of tango. This association can be elaborated 
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with reference to Fraleigh’s (2015) investigation of somatic movement and dance. 
Fraleigh (2015) approaches touch as “an art of listening” in which “haptic sensibility 
… meets aural sensibility through kinetic pathways” (p. xxiv). In turn, listening is 
intended by Fraleigh (2015) as an “attitude” to expression and communication in 
which “touch and movement blend together” (p. xxiv). Dance, touch and listening are 
seen as imbricated in a complex, non-consequential dynamic in which the movers 
“are in a listening relationship through qualities of touch” and in which “the one who 
touches is also being touched” and both are “being moved through touch” (Fraleigh, 
2015, p. xxiv). In this study of the tango dance, touch as kinesthetic listening is 
proposed as way of focusing the inquiry on the “awareness of the moving self in 
relation to others” which, according to Fraleigh (2015, p. xxi), is only recently being 
prioritized in somatic studies. Referring to Merleau-Ponty’s ground-breaking work 
Phenomenology of Perception (1962), Fraleigh (2015) claims that “[t]he body is 
already and always expressing something as the condition of communion with others 
in an intersubjective field of awareness” (p. xxii, emphasis in original). Along these 
lines, Fraleigh (2015) maintains that “we exist relative to others, even the seeming 
otherness of the world” and that “we are not alone even when we feel isolated or 
decide to retire from others” (p. xxi). Drawing on Fraleigh’s (2015) somatic-
conceptual framework, touch as kinesthetic listening is explored in this study as a 
direct sensory channel between the dancer’s inner world and the outer world. 
 
In designing this study of tango, two specific constraints inform the framework of 
kinesthetic listening: the value of dance improvisation as a context to observe the 
dancer’s experience and an engagement with somatic movement practice which does 
not involve the conscious and willful application of somatic principles while dancing. 
These processes of observing and allowing work over the long term and, following 
Feldenkrais’ (1981, esp. Chap. 7) analysis of somatic perception, rely on the capacity 
of the senses to provide stimulations both by bringing in information from the 
environment and by manipulating, analyzing and integrating information from the 
world inside us. According to Feldenkrais (1990), becoming aware of our movement 
involves realizing “what is going on within ourselves while we are conscious” (p. 
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50). The method of listening he proposes to increase somatic sensitivity, called 
“awareness through movement”, involves “reducing all stimuli to their bare 
minimum” so that we can notice and integrate the finer changes in our muscular and 
nervous system (Feldenkrais, 1975, p. 2).  
 
Building on Feldenkrais’ somatic method of “awareness through movement”, Hanna 
(1985, esp. pp. 236-246) writes about the “third eye” of the soma as a “differently 
conscious”, unashamed and unafraid sensual-accommodative mode of perceiving, 
expressing and learning through adaptation to our environment. Along these lines, 
touch as kinesthetic listening is approached in this study as an inside-outside process 
which involves the readiness to embrace the complex experience of being 
consciously present to our living body (i.e., of bringing attention and noticing what 
happens) while simultaneously letting go of the will to control in advance what is 
about to happen. To approach movement and touch somatically involves accepting 
there are so many things we don’t know about the body and its environment—in 
order to let our “absence” from the body guide us through an “unself-conscious” 
moment-by-moment exploratory process (Hanna, 1985, emphasis in original). 
 
A second, related aspect of Feldenkrais’ (1990, 2010) approach to somatic awareness 
which is important for developing the framework of kinesthetic listening has to do 
with his understanding of the role of the “body-image” in the unfolding of bodily 
expressions. Feldenkrais (1990, esp. pp. 10-24, 2010) claims that, by working mainly 
at the level of allowing, that is, by letting things happen rather than trying to make 
them happen, somatic awareness can have an effect on the person’s body-image. The 
body-image is defined as “the shape and relationship of the bodily parts, which 
means the spatial and temporal relationship, as well as the kinesthetic feelings 
(Feldenkrais, 2010, p. 3). According to Feldenkrais (2010), one’s body-image 
includes also “the feelings and emotions of one’s thoughts” (p. 3). All these elements 
form “an integrated whole” (Feldenkrais, 2010, p. 3). Feldenkrais (2010) argues that, 
as a particular expression of one’s behavior, the body-image tends to be taken for 
granted as the natural and unchangeable attitude and thus ends up defining not only 
  
56 
what we think of ourselves but also what we do and how we do it. Changing one’s 
habits requires changing this image. The first key step in this direction is to accept 
that our experience of the living body is the result of a long and complex process of 
adaptation to the environment (Feldenkrais, 2010).  
 
Across his works, Feldenkrais (1975, 1977, 1981, 1990, 2010) describes the practice 
of “awareness through movement” as a process through which our movement habits 
are recognized from the inside by training the capacity of the body to integrate 
alternative movement possibilities. His somatic method provides an important 
reference point to consider and reflect on how my body-image as tango dancer 
influences the exploration and understanding of kinesthetic listening. Following this 
trajectory of inquiry, the question of re-engaging the felt sense of touch as tango 
dancer is addressed in this study as an experience of becoming more sensitive and 
responsive both to my movement and to the movement of other bodies. This process 
and the attitude that it nurtures open up a pathway to engage practically and 
conceptually also with alternative improvisational dance modes outside the 
customary tango framework. 
 
3.3 Touch as Kinesthetic Listening in Improvisation 
 
After having outlined conceptually the interconnection between kinesthetic 
awareness and somatic listening in the experience of touch, this section provides 
examples of studies of touch as kinesthetic listening in dance improvisation. First of 
all, reference is made to dance improvisation practices oriented towards 
contemporary dance (Ellis, 2009; Olsen, 2014) and contact improvisation (Cohen 
Bull, 1997; Little, 2014, 2018, see also Novack, 1990, esp. Chap. 6). Then the 
analysis is expanded to studies of touch in tango as a particular case in the field of 
dance improvisation. Within the boundaries of the customary framework of social 
tango dancing, I will consider Erin Manning’s (2007, 2009, 2013) pioneering 
philosophical work on the politics of touch in which tango is conceptualized as an 
improvisational model of “relational movement” that involves a radical way of 
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listening to each other. This will lead to the more recent research in social 
anthropology on touch in tango as a practice of kinesthetic empathy and as a 
sensuous-affective dialogue (Olszewski, 2008; LaFortune, 2010; Cant, 2012; Abadi, 
2013; Chatzimasoura, 2013; Zubarik, 2013). Finally, I will consider notions of touch 
as kinesthetic listening emerging from somatic studies of tango in which the 
traditional Argentine framework of the dance is explicitly entangled with 
contemporary improvisational dance modes, and particularly with contact 
improvisation (Pegorer, 2013, 2014b; Fournier et al., 2014; Franceschelli. 2016). The 
examples from the literature will be discussed by drawing a parallel between the idea 
of kinesthetic listening proposed in this study and the different ways in which other 
researchers approach the somatic experience of listening through the medium of 
touch.  
 
3.3.1 Touch as Kinesthetic Listening in Dance Improvisation 
 
In the section on touch and partnering in her somatic guide to dancing, contemporary 
dancer Andrea Olsen (2014, esp. pp. 138-144) approaches the experience of listening 
through touch by describing the body systems involved in the tactile exchange 
between the partners. The other relevant aspect of Olsen’s analysis of touch for this 
study of kinesthetic listening is the focus on the dancer’s connection with the internal 
world and with the partner. Both aspects of her analysis deal with touch as a 
kinesthetic experience characterized by the integration of physical and affective 
processes. As to the body systems involved in touching and being touched, Olsen 
(2014) defines bones, muscles and organs as “friends” for “transferring and levering 
weight”, “identifying direction in space”, and “connecting to ground” (p. 139). The 
external layer of the skin is differentiated from the other internal tissue layers of 
muscles, bones and fascia (connecting the skin to muscles and bones). The 
possibilities of directing the focus of touch to any of these layers, with different 
levels of pressure, is presented as a task which allows the partners to “read touch with 
exquisite detail” (Olsen, 2014, p. 140).  
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Olsen’s (2014) somatic analysis of touch in contemporary dance partnering gives 
special attention to the process of entering and leaving moments of touch as “a two-
way conversation” which requires “waiting and listening, taking in and responding” 
(p. 139). Olsen maintains that a unique element of touch as partnering is that it offers 
a “sensual connection to people and place”. Such connection is referred to as “the 
Eros of falling in love with life” (Olsen, 2014, p. 140). According to Olsen (2014), 
the connection between partners in the moment of movement manifests the “history 
and expectations about touch, real and imagined” (p. 139) as well as the capacity of 
the body to recognize “real touch, real sensuality” (p. 140). Touching as partnering 
does not involve “doing something ‘to’ someone else or ‘controlling’ the other 
person” (Olsen, 2014, p. 140). Rather, improvised movement with someone is 
described by Olsen (2014) as always involving a choice. The quality of touch is 
associated with “registering” the relation with oneself ("sensing-feeling inner 
landscapes”) and with the partner (“you are drawn toward or away from connection”) 
(Olsen, 2014, pp. 139-140). Olsen (2014) maintains that the relationship to self and 
other is desensitized by “pretending touching … motoring through touch … tuning 
out to touch … and gratuitous touching”. 
 
The second example of how touch can be approached as a practice of kinesthetic 
listening in dance improvisation is the attempt by contemporary dancer Simon Ellis 
to articulate the sensation of presence experienced in his studio work in collaboration 
with a contact improvisation dancer (Ellis, 2009). Ellis focuses on how touch as a 
medium for sensing the other without expectations can lead to a deep experience of 
communion. His analysis begins by describing his collaboration as a process of 
“finding our way together: noticing, listening, consenting, resisting, and offering each 
other moments in a dialogue that is at once overlapping and discrete” (Ellis, 2009, p. 
174). Then the author describes the simple exercise through which he recognized the 
heart of the relation between touch and presence—both in terms of knowing where 
one is located in space and of being in the present moment temporally: “she asked me 
to roll or move slowly and gently down the studio space. She placed her hands on me 
without wanting anything. That’s it!” (Ellis, 2009, p. 174, emphasis in original) 
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Touching in dance improvisation is described by Ellis (2009) as a practice “free from 
expectation and desire, filled with waiting, patience and care”. Judgment is 
suspended to build and sustain “a unique quality of support for the dancer” through 
which it is possible to open the sensory awareness of the person receiving the touch 
(Ellis, 2009, p. 174). As to the insights that can be accessed, Ellis compares touch in 
dance improvisation to the mystical, and in particular, the ecstatic approach to 
experience. Ellis maintains that “in the smallness of the unwanting contact, the 
courage to enter the unknown is gifted, and the vital uncertainty fundamental to all 
improvisation (and perhaps understanding) is welcomed” (Ellis, 2009, p. 175). 
 
The third example of the study of the somatic nexus between touch, kinesthetic 
awareness and dance improvisation provided in this section is Cohen Bull’s analysis 
of the primacy of haptic perception in the culture of contact improvisation (Cohen 
Bull, 1997). Cohen Bull does not refer explicitly to the practice of touch in contact 
improvisation as an experience of kinesthetic listening. However, she describes touch 
as an experience of deep internal listening to one’s body and the partner’s body 
which leads to the spontaneous emergence of external movements. These are 
important aspects of the framework of kinesthetic listening which this study aims to 
articulate. Quoting Steve Paxton (1987), Cohen Bull (1997) claims that touch in 
contact improvisation is revealed in this dance as a “basic system”, a “mutual 
understanding” and a “mode of communication” (p. 275). In guiding the dancing, the 
sense of touch assumes both technical and symbolic importance: 
 
Awareness of touching a partner and following “the point of contact” 
provides the impetus for movement, which adheres to no preset pattern and 
relies on a general vocabulary of falling and rolling varying from one 
individual to another. … Touch joins the two dancers, attuning them to each 
other’s weight and momentum as they move. (Cohen Bull, 1997, p. 276) 
 
Cohen Bull (1997) contends that touch as a basic system of interaction is taught to 
students of contact improvisation as a way of setting up the conditions and guiding a 
particular type of experience where the emphasis of movement is on internal 
sensations rather than external appearance. In particular, she observes that “people 
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learn to partner in contact improvisation by practicing different touching and weight-
bearing patterns” (Cohen Bull, 1997, p. 276). In opening up the possibility of 
touching different parts of the partner’s body, the practice promotes the deferral of a 
priori judgment on what is meant by any particular technique or expression of 
movement. Along these lines, any person may support or be supported by another, 
regardless of size or sex. There can be duets between two women or two men as well 
as between a man and a woman (Cohen Bull, 1997).  
 
Cohen Bull (1997) argues that, in contact improvisation, connecting with one’s own 
sensations of movement and stillness and of weight and pressure by focusing on the 
contact with the ground and with space sets up an engagement with haptic perception 
whereby sensibility and responsiveness to internal impulses and external inputs are 
heightened. In describing how dancers are initiated into the practice of contact 
improvisation, Cohen Bull (1997) maintains that 
 
[s]tudents often begin to learn contact improvisation by lying on the floor and 
closing their eyes, shutting off the stimulus of sight and thereby focusing 
more attentively on the skin of the whole body. Deliberately excluding sight, 
they focus more simply on the kinesthetic. (p. 276) 
 
By engaging with multiple processes of deep somatic listening such as the one of 
lying down on the floor with the eyes closed, dancers are invited to suspend mental 
representations of body shapes to experience the movement patterns emerging in the 
improvisation. According to Cohen Bull (1997), it is through the perception of touch 
and the perception of weight and momentum unfolding through that touch that the 
form of the dance comes into being.  
 
The fourth and last example of research on touch in dance improvisation provided in 
this section is Little’s (2014, 2018) account of contact improvisation as a somatic 
practice of attention. Little, a founding developer of contact improvisation and an 
internationally recognized dance teacher, describes attention as an experience of 
openness and vulnerability which involves “noticing the experiential moment” (p. 84) 
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and being “touchable”, that is, “present to a wide field of awareness” (Little, 2018, p. 
85). However, argues Little, somatic attention should not be confused with somatic 
awareness. In fact, “while noticing appears to be a more passive action when it is 
functioning on the level of awareness”, attention involves noticing someone else’s 
noticing (Little, 2018, p. 86). In turn, this entails giving agency to consciousness and 
“turning it into a creative, commanding dance” (Little, 2018, p. 86).  
 
According to Little (2018), touch works as a key medium in the somatic processes of 
attention not only through skin, but also through space. Little (2018) claims that the 
tactile properties of attention become available within the spatial reach of the 
dancer’s work through a training which treats listening as “an embodied practice of 
relations” (p. 92). Such practice is described as follows:  
 
When I reach to touch someone’s face, through an interval of space, they are 
moved on the level of attention. With the reach, their face changes in its 
tactile potentials which may mean that it softens receptively, extends to meet 
the touch, repels it, concentrates itself, stretches, opens, or configures 
uniquely as an ecological event. The possibilities are innumerable. (Little, 
2018, p. 84) 
 
While based on the notion of somatic attention, Little’s (2018) exploration of touch 
in contact improvisation contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of the 
perceptual processes involved in kinesthetic listening. The analysis of the dancer’s 
perception of the shared experience of improvising is expanded to include what 
happens in the space between bodies and between active and passive states. 
 
3.3.2 Touch as Kinesthetic Listening in Tango – The Traditional 
Framework 
 
The next step is to identify and analyze work on tango in which the sense of touch 
felt by the dancers in the experience of improvising together is the focus of the 
inquiry. In what follows, I will consider a growing field of research on tango where, 
within the traditional social framework and duet form of the dance—and with 
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particular emphasis on the practice of the embrace between partners—touch is 
explored and conceptualized as way of relating with one another which destabilizes 
the image of the separate and self-contained individual. I will begin by considering 
the pioneering work on tango, touch and “relational movement” by political 
philosopher and artist Erin Manning (2007, 2009, 2013). Then I will bring together 
the growing research field on tango and touch emerging mainly in social 
anthropology under the conceptual umbrella of kinesthetic empathy (Olszewski, 
2008; LaFortune, 2010; Cant, 2012; Abadi, 2013; Chatzimasoura, 2013; Zubarik, 
2013). The different points of view on touch in tango as an experience of “relational 
movement” or “kinesthetic empathy” will be discussed in terms of the framework of 
kinesthetic listening pursued in this study. 
 
In her pioneering philosophical work, Manning (2007) introduces the analysis of 
touch in tango as an alternative paradigm for encountering others and the world with 
the following statement: “Tango is an exchange that depends on the closeness of two 
bodies willing to engage with one-another. It is a pact for three minutes, a sensual 
encounter that guarantees nothing but a listening” (p. 4). The tango referred to by 
Manning is the customary practice of dancing socially in the milongas (dancehalls, 
bars or studios) of Buenos Aires and around the world. Manning (2009) argues that, 
as an improvised encounter, social tango is based on the direct, perceptual experience 
of touch as a practice of listening. In turn, according to Manning (2009), listening is 
based on the embrace between the dancers who stand facing each other, hold each 
other arms and touch each other’s heart with the chest as they walk together around 
the dance floor. The tango embrace is described as the key gesture through which, “in 
the potential of listening to the breath, the body, the distance and the closeness of 
another human being”, it is possible “to feed an already troubled relationship between 
self and other, between woman and man, leader and follower” (Manning, 2007, p. 5). 
 
Manning’s (2007, 2009, 2013) works on tango combine the description of her 
personal tactile-kinesthetic experience of dancing socially with the articulation of a 
political-philosophical framework. The experience of touch in the practice of social 
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tango is approached by Manning (2007) both perceptually and metaphorically “as a 
trope” through which “a different way of facing an other” can be delineated (p. 5). 
“Relational movement” is proposed as a mode of thinking through which to uncover 
the veil of steps, movement patterns, techniques and dualistic gender-based rules of 
engagement between leaders and followers characterizing the social practice of tango 
(Manning, 2009). Manning claims that the relationality silently at stake in the 
improvisation of tango is far more subtle, complex and emergent than what is 
afforded by the conventional hierarchical and functional interpretation of the dance: 
 
Tango begins with a music, a rhythm, a melody. The movement of the dance 
is initiated by a lead, a direction, an opening to which the follower responds. 
… And this listening must happen on both sides, for a lead is meaningless if it 
does not convey a response from a follower. … the lead can never be more 
than an invitation, as a result of which the movement in response will remain 
improvised. (Manning, 2007, p. 4) 
 
According to Manning (2007), the perception of a more subtle and complex 
relationship in the improvised movements of the couple relies on the destabilizing 
workings of touch as a reciprocal and affective practice of sharing: 
 
Touching you, I propose to you to receive, to touch. To touch is not to 
manipulate. I cannot force you to touch. I can coerce you, I can take your 
body against your will, but I cannot evoke purposefully, in you, the response 
to my reaching toward you. To touch is to tender, to be tender, to reach out 
tenderly. (p. 12) 
 
I will end this brief review of Manning’s philosophical engagement with touch in 
tango as an intimate experience of listening by linking her idea of connection with 
the notion of kinesthetic empathy developed in the growing field of ethnographic 
studies of touch in tango. Manning (2009) maintains that “[t]here are always at least 
two (bodies) … even when you perceive one, connected”, and that connection is “not 
the locus of all beginnings, but the invisible-but-palpable link between bodies” (pp. 
13-14). Dancer and researcher Sabine Zubarik (2013) begins her study of the practice 
of “close embrace” as a facilitator of kinesthetic empathy in social tango by posing a 
key question which can help elaborate upon Manning’s definition of connection: “In 
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a shared dance, can there be kinesthetic experience without empathetic experience?” 
(p. 275).  
 
Zubarik (2013) emphasizes the significance of the embrace in the tactile relationship 
between tango dancers to challenge the reductive understanding of kinesthetic and 
proprioceptive awareness as referring to the isolated body, rather than as something 
which emerges in the movement relationship with others. Her critique is based on the 
view of tango shared among many practitioners as an experience of partnership 
premised on the desire “to merge as much as possible” (Zubarik, 2013, p. 275). 
Zubarik’s (2013) tentative answer to her initial question is that, “[b]ecause in tango 
the two bodies are so deeply listening to each other while locked in an embrace while 
moving together to the music, any sense of self is always already an act of reaction to 
sensing the other” (p. 275, emphasis in original). 
 
Zubarik (2013) goes on to challenge the traditional understanding of empathy derived 
from the notion of Einfühlung introduced by German philosopher of art Theodore 
Lipps. The author argues that, in the experience of dancing tango, to be in an 
empathetic-kinesthetic connection with another involves “feeling into the impulse of 
a movement rather than a mere imitation of the partner’s movement itself” (Zubarik, 
2013, p. 276, emphasis in original). According to her, this kind of inter-kinesthetic 
experience involved in dancing tango goes beyond the common understanding of 
empathy. In fact, claims Zubarik, empathy is generally understood as the inner 
activity of projecting oneself onto the object of perception by instinctively imitating 
the inner experience of movement of an external other. However, empathy in tango 
works through tactile rather than visual perception—we are not only watching but 
also touching the other. Moreover, touch in tango—as a kinesthetic medium for 
empathy—involves interaction and responsiveness between partners. Each partner is 
both perceiving and being perceived (Zubarik, 2013).  
 
A number of other similar studies target touch as the medium of transmission through 
the specific frame of the embrace with the aim to tackle the complex relation between 
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physical sensations and emotional feelings in the partner dance of tango (Olszewski, 
2008; LaFortune, 2010; Cant, 2012; Abadi, 2013; Chatzimasoura, 2013). This 
research is relevant to the framework of kinesthetic listening developed in this study 
of tango because it provides useful insights for enriching the understanding of 
sensibility and responsiveness in dance improvisation, by describing the relationship 
between the perception of someone else’s movement and the performance of one’s 
own movement. 
 
Research on kinesthetic empathy in tango shows that, within the embrace between 
the partners, and beyond steps, movement patterns and dance techniques, there is an 
important, less visible, space of unknowness, closeness, intimacy, vulnerability and 
risk through which the link between kinesthetic sensations and emotional processes 
can be explored in more depth. For example, in his ethnographic analysis of the 
kinetic fundamentals of the connection between tango dancers, Olszewski (2008) 
maintains that there is a profound difference between the tango “embrace” (from the 
Spanish word abrazo) and what is conventionally called “dance frame” in ballroom 
and Latin dance. Olszewski (2008) claims that “[t]he tango embrace is about more 
than just moving together: it is a rich, multi-faceted – albeit temporary – relationship 
between souls. As such it constitutes the heart or body of tango” (p. 69). Along the 
same lines, in her auto-ethnographic study of the experience of the embrace in social 
tango, Cant (2012) maintains that “an embrace is a direct, tactile encounter with 
another person” (p. 217) which has the potential capacity to dissolve boundaries and 
bring closer what was distant. Because of the moment-by-moment improvisational 
relationship between dance partners, argues Cant (2012), “each person in the couple 
must ‘listen’ to the other intently with their body, in order to communicate 
(wordlessly) within the embrace and to dance with clear intention and expression” (p. 
211, emphasis added). 
 
Studies on kinesthetic empathy in the dance of tango also address the kind of feelings 
that are involved in sensing the partner’s movement impulses and that are manifested 
in the shared movements of the couple. The tactile dialogue between the dancers—
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which often involves closing the eyes, especially for the follower—is articulated also 
as a sensual and erotic experience (Abadi, 2013; Chatzimasoura, 2013). This raises 
the question of the stereotypical social representations of sensuous intimacy as a 
heterosexual/romantic relationship and the conventional role of the gaze and of 
seduction in the traditional mechanisms of tango practice. In the studies of kinesthetic 
empathy in tango, attention is shifted to the personal experience lived by each 
individual, with each partner, in each dance (Chatzimasoura, 2013). The invisible 
connection between motions and emotions is investigated in the complex dynamics 
of presence and surrendering, freedom and discipline, pleasure and pain, satisfaction 
and frustration involved in the perceived experience of “tango-orgasm”, “ecstasy” or 
“grace” (Chatzimasoura, 2013, p. 299). 
 
3.3.3 Touch as Kinesthetic Listening in Tango – Alternative Dance 
Practices 
 
This chapter has used examples from the literature to illustrate kinesthetic listening 
from different points of view. This last section considers in more detail the somatic 
research on tango conducted in the last two decades, mainly in Europe, as introduced 
in Chapter Two. These alternative tango dancers proceed by entangling the 
traditional social framework of the practice with contemporary improvisational dance 
modes (Walter, 2007; Thimm, 2007, 2008; Pegorer, 2013, 2014b; Fournier et al., 
2014; Cron, Grenier & Fournier, 2015; Brickhill, 2016; Franceschelli, 2016; Mora 
Ninci, 2016; Fournier & Grenier, 2019). As in the case of the studies discussed in the 
previous section, this research involves integrating the study of perception in the 
practice of tango. However, in the somatic studies of tango reviewed in this section 
the emergence of new insights involves developing practical tools and methods of 
moving and thinking which are alternative to what is customarily conceived as the 
form of social tango dancing. 
 
Drawing on Brickhill (2016), the following analysis of the practical methods of 
inquiry developed by Fournier (Fournier et al. 2014), Pegorer (2013, 2014b) and 
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Franceschelli (2016) will approach the exploration of touch in tango as a process of 
deferring well-rehearsed imageries and movement modalities. In particular, this 
involves problematizing and challenging the reduction of tango to sequences of steps 
and dualisms of gender and roles by bringing tensions to the basic elements of the 
form and their given equilibrium (e.g., the embrace, the walk and the lead-follow 
structure). The focus of the discussion is on how different practitioners experiment 
perceptually with the kinesthetic and tactile potentialities of improvisation and how 
this influences their idea of tango. 
 
In the early 2000’s, Edwine Fournier began to experiment with her collaborators in 
the space between the tango duet and contemporary dance improvisation to find a 
meeting point in the “instantaneous composition of movements” (Fournier et al., 
2014, p. 1, my translation from French original). Her collaborative inquiry focuses on 
the relation with the other and with place. The hybrid of “contact-tango 
improvisation” emerging from this work distils four main elements shared by the two 
distinct forms of tango and contact improvisation: physical contact, improvisation, 
relationality and the collective space of the dance (Fournier et al., 2014). Tango is 
seen by Fourier et al. (2014) as characterized by social codes, gender-based lead and 
follow rules, invitation through gaze, musicality and advancing through walking as 
well as by “aesthetics, emotions, ambience and colors (tension, verticality, sensuality, 
torsion and counterweights)” (p. 1). Contact-tango is approached as a creative 
platform to bring to bear on these characteristics the intuitive, organic and gender-
neutral ways of being connected with one another typical of contact improvisation. 
This involves, for example, focusing on the point of contact, on sharing weight and 
on relating with the ground and gravity. By working in the space between the two 
dance forms, argue Fournier et al. (2014), it is possible to loosen the codes and 
grammar of tango and open new possibilities to engage the kinesthetic consciousness 
of movement. 
 
Fournier et al. (2014) approach contact-tango as a practice of listening—to one’s 
body, the partner’s body and the spatial environment—through which the expressive 
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declinations of the dance of tango are multiplied around the felt sense of the relation. 
The body is approached in its globality by staying as close as possible to its internal 
movements and intentions. As Fournier et al. (2014) argue, 
 
In fusing these two practices and forms (tango and contact improvisation) the 
accent is placed on the internal perception of the different bodily systems 
which allow the dancers to identify and give form to movements that are 
emerging spontaneously in the relation with the partner and the spatial 
environment. (p. 2)  
 
Fournier et al. (2014) propose a number of areas of work to explore the nexus of 
tango and contact improvisation. This work involves trying to find different “body 
states” through the experience of improvisation (Fournier et al., 2014, p. 2). Of 
particular relevance for the study of kinesthetic listening is the emergence of a 
process for fine-tuning somatic perceptions in the duet by exploring movement 
through sensation and touch. According to Fournier et al. (2014), this process 
involves developing an awareness of the relation between internal (kinesthetic) space 
and external space (the environment). 
 
Similarly to the somatic approach to the study of tango developed by Fournier et al. 
(2014), London-based practitioner Adriana Pegorer (2013) explores the “rich 
interchange” between tango and contact improvisation “in a more relaxed 
environment than a traditional milonga” (p. 6). Pegorer’s research focuses on the 
experimental process that goes on in dancing and labs rather than in workshops and 
classes. Her approach, called “tango release”, is aimed at “letting go and challenging 
tango’s verticality, fixed positions, binary lead and follow, asymmetries, and the use 
of high heels, among other things” (Pegorer, 2013, p. 7). Tango and contact, male 
and female, teacher and participant are approached by Pegorer (2013) not as binaries 
but as a spectrum through which to explore the possibilities emerging “in the space 
between … to go from one side to the other and find our way around” (p. 7). 
 
A particular trajectory in Pegorer’s (2014b) inquiry which is relevant for this study is 
the exploration of how the practice of the “small dance” introduced by Steve Paxton 
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as an exercise for the individual in contact improvisation relates to the partner dance 
of tango. The “small dance” can be described as a method and an attitude used to 
enter into a closer relationship with one’s own body and the environment by “sensing 
gravity and becoming aware of one’s breathing, peripheral vision and balance” 
(Paxton, cited in Banes, 1987, p. 66, and re-cited in Millard, 2015, p. 51). In his 
workshop instructions, Paxton presents the small dance as the act of standing while 
observing from within what subtle movements the body is undergoing in this felt 
experience: 
 
Standing… Relax erect with the weight toward the back half of the knee, put 
some weight on the balls of the feet… relax the scalp… relax the eyelids… 
relax behind the eyes… deep into the cone of the eye socket… don’t spend 
any energy blocking or focusing… let your ideas flow… because certain 
things mask other things… and it’s better for this right now to have no 
concentration… feel the play of rush and pause of the small dance that holds 
you upright when you relax… through simple mass and balance… 60% on 
the ball of the foot, some to toes, rest back… knees a little relaxed… Let your 
breath guide your torso, make you symmetrical… let your ribs be open to the 
ballooning of the lungs… arms fall sideways… Feel the small dance… it’s 
always there… think of the alignment of the bones, limbs, towards the center 
of the earth… length of the bone… (Paxton, 1977, n.p.) 
 
Pegorer (2014b) compares Paxton’s method of the small dance with the practice of 
standing in “dynamic, authentic stillness” during the dance of tango (online 
document, n.p.). In particular, drawing on the teaching of Argentine master Carlos 
Gavito, Pegorer associates the small dance with the experience of dancing tango in a 
particular close-embrace style. The two partners are described as standing in physical 
contact with each other at the level of the heart and as sharing weight and the axis of 
their bodies to become completely interdependent in their movements. Within this 
tactile frame, listening is described by Pegorer (2014b) as a practice of “noticing the 
smallest movement in the torso (of the partner) by the breath, the subtle adjusting of 
weight on one leg of the partner and your own, the give and the take of that very 
precarious balance that moves you like ‘a heart with four legs’” (n.p.). However, 
contrary to the somatic experience of contact improvisation, Pegorer observes that in 
tango the roles of the two standing partners are clearly defined—with one leading all 
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the time and the other following. In this fixed separation between initiation and 
response, the author sees both a major difference between tango and contact 
improvisation and a key area of somatic exploration (Pegorer, 2014b). 
 
The study of touch as a somatic experience of listening to each other’s body in the 
tango duet is approached by Pegorer (2014b) as an exploration of the space between 
leading and following aimed at finding alternative ways of “moving together as one 
with equal footing in the creation of the dance” (n.p.). The main question asked and 
investigated through improvised movement is whether, while relating with an idea of 
tango, both partners can let go of any intention for movement and just follow the 
other “in the same way that a leaf is being taken down in the river” (Pegorer, 2014b, 
n.p.). Pegorer (2014b) argues that, when the agency and responsibility for initiating 
movements is shared by both partners, the implications of the conventional lead-and-
follow binary in the tango couple are radically destabilized. Exploring the space 
between conventional roles to find new dialogic possibilities of thinking and moving 
with the idea of tango requires developing a heightened awareness of the body of the 
other person through the perceptual medium of touch. According to Pegorer (2014b), 
tango as a practice of listening involves not only noticing and feeling the subtle 
changes of weight and pressures occurring at the level of the chest where the two 
partners are in physical contact with each other. It also involves listening to the 
microscopic signals transmitted by the other dancer by pouring body weight onto and 
out of the ground through the feet—which are not in physical contact with the feet of 
the other dancer. 
 
I will conclude this section by discussing the work on “deep contact” developed by 
Franceschelli (2016) by blending the practices of tango and contact improvisation 
with Eastern martial arts (mainly Aikido and Kung Fu). As in the case of Pegorer 
(2014b) discussed above, Franceschelli’s (2016) alternative approach to the tango 
duet draws on the practice of the “small dance” developed by Steve Paxton in contact 
improvisation to challenge the fixed separation of lead and follow roles and open up 
a channel to work more explicitly on kinesthetic awareness. Franceschelli, like 
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Pegorer, associates his inquiry with the specific way of dancing tango with a close-
embrace and with the direct sharing of weight between the two partners around a 
point of contact that is located at the level of the heart. According to Franceschelli 
(2016), this style involves the dancers leaning against one another and “experiencing 
a continuous imbalance that they counterbalance with the other’s support” (p. 36). 
His experimental process, designed to destabilize the fixity of tango roles, begins 
with the idea of dancing contact improvisation as a small dance in a duet on the spot. 
Franceschelli (2016) suggests that, once breathing between partners is synchronized, 
“[i]f you slowly allow a physical contact at the heart level and you try to keep this 
contact, you are experiencing an intimate dance very close to tango” (p. 35). While 
sticking to the fundamentals of contact improvisation, such as the rolling point of 
contact, the duet is taken into a walk in one direction in space. In this way, the basics 
of both tango and contact improvisations are brought to bear on each other. 
 
Franceschelli (2016) claims that by blending tango and contact improvisation skills in 
the practice of “deep contact” the dancers can increase their perceptual awareness 
and clarify their communication. In particular, touch in the duet is explored as a 
channel for exchanging sensory information by heightening one’s perceptual 
awareness of the partner’s body. As in the case of Pegorer (2014b) discussed above, 
Franceschelli (2016) argues that the understanding of the kind of touch practiced and 
trained in social tango is deepened by placing somatic attention not only in the point 
of contact with the partner at the level of the chest, but also in the point of contact 
between the partner’s feet and the ground. According to Franceschelli (2016), this 
involves feeling the partner’s body through the contact with the ground as well as 
enriching one’s awareness of the contact with the ground as it is felt through the 
partner’s body. This kind of listening is described as “a rather fine sensation … 
developed in dancing tango” which involves “being able to perceive our partner’s 
ground and sensing which foot his or her weight is on” (Franceschelli, 2016, p. 35). 
The expansion of the field of perception to include the experience of sensing the 
other body in relation with the ground provides a reference point for investigating 
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touch as kinesthetic listening as a process which occurs in the space between the 
inside and outside worlds of the dancer.  
 
3.4 Exploring Touch Between the Inside and Outside Worlds 
 
Drawing on the framework of touch as kinesthetic listening previously outlined, this 
section discusses the role of the senses of movement and touch in the inside-outside 
experience of dance as an important area of debate. The focus and potential 
contribution of the study is located in the exploration of how, in the shared 
experience of improvised movement, sensations and feelings are influenced by 
different forms of touching and being touched. To articulate the complex relation 
between haptic perception, other bodies and the environment, I will draw on notions 
of entanglement and on studies of kinesthesia and affect as relational processes of 
transmission of sensations and feelings. The section concludes by discussing how the 
lens of eros helps explore and understand this process of transmission in the 
particular case of tango. 
 
Hanna (1985) argues that the soma is a directly felt process of awareness—a process 
of relating to one’s self, others and the world. This raises the question of how, in this 
process, the feeling of the world inside is connected with that of the world outside. In 
engaging the somatic-conceptual framework of touch as kinesthetic listening, this 
study foregrounds the debated issue of whether the sensory awareness of movement 
and touch is bound to the dancer’s individuality or, rather, is enmeshed in a process 
of interconnectedness with other dancers and the spatial environment of the dance 
(see Zubarik, 2013). Tackling this issue involves exploring whether the experience of 
listening in touching and being touched is the product of an internally formed and 
individually bounded mode of kinesthetic awareness, or whether such awareness 
manifests the unfolding of a type of relationality characterized by porous and 
permeable bodily boundaries between inside and outside. This trajectory of inquiry is 
in line with Storks’ (2009) critique of Western notions of the internal sense of body 
and movement as separate from the other five external senses. Storks (2009, see esp. 
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pp. 4-5) claims that, in modern Western thought, awareness of one’s body is closely 
related to “awareness of one’s individuality” and of “self-ownership” and that this 
position is a result of the particular socio-historic context in which this knowledge 
tradition has emerged. 
 
Two recent works by Sheets Johnstone (2016a, 2016b) on the intercorporeal 
dynamics of kinesthesia are particularly relevant for addressing the issue of bodily 
boundaries between inside and outside worlds in the experience of touch. In both 
works, the author aims to place her phenomenological understanding of kinesthesia 
in the context of a non-dualistic view of subject and object and of self and world. In 
discussing how movement and touch are integral to our ability to relate with others, 
Sheets-Johnstone (2016a) begins by claiming that “[i]nterpersonal relationships begin 
in infancy. They begin not verbally, but non-verbally in the silence of movement” (p. 
51). She goes on to argue that, from the very beginning of our life, our sense of self 
relies on the capacity to have a tactile-kinesthetic experience of our body as a whole 
and of other bodies as connected to our perceptions. According to Sheets-Johnstone 
(2016a), in learning our bodies, for example by tapping the tongue on teeth and 
palate or by being lifted and put down, we also explore the world. This tactile-
kinesthetic intercorporeal dynamics of awareness works as a silent, harmonious 
movement “in which the persons involved are spatially, temporally, and energically 
attentive both to themselves and to others” (Sheets-Johnstone, 2016a, p. 59). 
 
In Insides and Outsides, Sheets-Johnstone (2016b) brings her attention more 
specifically to the phenomenological investigation of the real-life, real-time aspects 
of our subject-world relationship. Drawing on Kelso and Engstrom’s (2006) 
neuroscientific research of insides and outsides as complementary rather than polar 
opposites, Sheets-Johnstone (2016b) argues that 
 
[a]ll animate forms of life are in fact identified and identifiable in terms of 
their insides and outsides, their inner morphological structures and organs and 
their outer morphological structures and organs that together make them the 
animate forms they are. Their morphologies are not simply assemblages of 
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parts. They define the whole as a living organism, an organism that moves, 
that is motivated by its senses, instincts, and affects to respond to its 
surrounding world and to those animate creatures within it. (p. 11) 
 
This description of a more radical integration of the living organism and its 
environment in the dynamics of animate life resonates with Manning’s (2013) 
understanding of the body as “processual field of relation” (p. 17). According to 
Manning (2013), the general use of the notion of “body” to encapsulate the 
boundaries of the skin and of identity (e.g., black, gendered, sexed), or as a stable 
starting point for the unfolding of the potentialities of animate life, hides a 
misconception. In fact, explains Manning (2013), while the body is always situated 
within the domain of fixed form, it is also always actively participating in the 
emergence of a larger field of multiple potentialities. Manning is critical of how 
mainstream culture understands the relation between body and environment by 
positing life as occurring either in the individual or outside it. The notion of the 
“preindividual” is foregrounded as a “force of becoming” which exceeds the 
experience of individuality as a specific and singular measure while coexisting with it 
(Manning, 2013, pp. 16-17). 
 
The discussion of bodily life in terms that exceed the idea of static boundaries 
between inside and outside foregrounds the notion of “entanglement” developed by 
scientist and feminist philosopher Karen Barad (2007, 2012, 2015). Drawing from 
the revolutionary advancements of quantum physics, by “entanglement” Barad 
(2007) does not mean “just any old kind of connection, interweaving, or enmeshment 
in a complicated situation” (p. 160). According to her, “matter itself entails 
entanglements” in the production of bodily boundaries (Barad, 2007, p. 160). 
Although Barad’s notion of entanglement emerges from a radical shift in the 
understanding of how matter is constituted, her framework is useful for investigating 
somatic experience by challenging “the belief that there are individually constituted 
agents or entities, as well as times and places” (Barad, 2012, p. 77). Of particular 
relevance for the study of kinesthetic listening is Barad’s position on how 
understanding entanglement can change our perspective on the relation between body 
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and world. Barad (2007) claims that “[b]eyond the issue of how the body is 
positioned and situated in the world is the matter of how bodies are constituted along 
with the world, or rather, as ‘part’ of the world (i.e., ‘being-of-the-world,’ not ‘being-
in-the-world’)” (p. 160). 
 
Approaching the framework of touch as kinesthetic listening in terms of Barad’s 
(2007, 2012, 2015) neomaterialist philosophy allows for a closer attentiveness to the 
ways in which feeling into one’s movement impulses and into those of one’s dance 
partner involves attending to the entanglements between the soma and the 
environment. For example, rather than approaching touching and being touched as 
the separate acts of two individuals, kinesthetic listening can be explored by focusing 
on what happens in the space between bodies. This trajectory resonates with Tim 
Ingold’s (2009) anthropological study of perception of the environment as a process 
occurring in a “fluid space” in which organisms “leak”. Drawing on the work of 
anthropologist Gregory Bateson, Ingold (2009) contends that sense perception is not 
an interior faculty of the individual, separate body but, rather, “one aspect of the 
unfolding of a total system of relations comprised by the creature’s embodied 
presence in a specific environment” (p. 153). This system of relations unfolds in a 
fluid space in which “there are no objects of perception” and “every living thing is 
itself an entanglement” (Ingold, 2009, p. 154). According to Ingold (2009), in this 
world “the skin is not an impermeable boundary but a permeable zone of 
intermingling and admixture, where traces can reappear as threads and vice versa” (p. 
153). Ingold’s understanding of the permeability of the skin in the perception of the 
environment is useful for investigating the experience of touch as kinesthetic 
listening as a way of following and tracing the paths of an unknown process of 
becoming. 
 
There is a growing interest in dance studies in exploring the space between the inside 
and the outside as perceived by the dancers through touching and being touched. This 
exploration is approached by various authors as a way to shed new light on the 
connection between kinesthetic awareness and emotional processes (Brandstetter, 
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Gerko & Zubarik, 2013). In their introduction to a collection of essays on this topic 
across the different practices of contemporary dance, contact improvisation and 
tango, Brandstetter, Gerko and Zubarik (2013) pose the question of how different 
forms of touch contribute in different ways to the evocation of feelings. In his 
research on the “mover/witness dyad”, improviser and scholar Shaun McLeod (2016) 
draws on Gregg and Seigworth (2010) to investigate affective experience in the 
practice of shared dance improvisation. Affect is defined by McLeod (2016) as “a 
component of what we feel in our bodies … a phenomenon of embodiment operating 
at the level of the autonomic nervous system” (p. 42). With particular reference to the 
relation between dancers and their entanglement with the environment, McLeod 
(2016) argues that 
 
our bodies are never 'affected' in isolation, that is purely within themselves, 
but always in reciprocity of engagement in which feelings, perceptions, 
tensions, and atmospheres are passed between bodies or translated across 
different senses, and emerge from a particular situation or context. (p. 42, 
emphasis added) 
 
This study of tango locates the experience of touch as kinesthetic listening in the 
improvisational space between the inside and outside worlds of the dancer. 
Kinesthetic listening is explored as a process of transmission of sensations and 
feelings through which bodies are “affected” by the presence of other bodies. 
Phenomenological psychologist Daniel Stern (1998, esp. Chap. 7) and dance scholar 
Susan Leigh Foster (2008) have investigated this process by elaborating the notions 
of “affect attunement” and “movement’s contagion”, respectively. 
 
Stern (1998) develops the notion of “affect attunement” by investigating how mother 
and infant share their affective states through reciprocal movements. In reaching nine 
months, argues Stern, the child acquires the status of intersubjective partner. This 
involves expanding the relational possibilities between mother and child beyond the 
mother’s imitation of the child’s behavior. Affect attunement is defined as “the 
performance of behaviors that express the quality of feeling of a shared affect state 
without imitating the exact behavioral expression of the inner state. … Imitation 
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renders form; attunement renders feeling” (Stern, 1998, p. 142). In differentiating 
affect attunement from other modes of affective transaction, Stern (1998) is also 
careful to avoid its conflation with the more popular category of empathy. According 
to Stern (1998), “The evidence indicates that attunements occur largely out of 
awareness and almost automatically. Empathy, on the other hand, involves the 
mediation of cognitive processes” (p. 145). While affect attunement “shares with 
empathy the initial process of emotional resonance”, attunement “takes the 
experience of emotional resonance and automatically recasts that experience into 
another form of expression (Stern, 1998, p. 145). It thus “need not proceed towards 
empathic knowledge or response” (Stern, 1998, p. 145). Embedded in the relational 
field between mother and child, processes of attunement play an important role in 
making visible the quality of their relation. However, claims Stern (1998), because 
they are so common and usually very subtle, “the attunements will pass unnoticed” 
unless one is looking for them (p. 141). 
 
The notion of “movement’s contagion” is presented by Foster (2008) as a frame 
through which to study how different conceptions of the body and of kinesthesia in 
different historical periods influence what we feel or claim to know about what is 
being felt by another body. As in the research on “affect attunement” between mother 
and infant conducted by Stern (1998), the relational process of transmission of 
physical sensations and emotional feelings is explored by Foster (2008) as occurring 
between two bodies, and in particular between a body performing a movement and 
another body watching that movement being performed. Foster (2008) draws on the 
use of the term “contagion” by dance critic John Martin (1965). In addressing the 
growing phenomenon of modern dance in the 1930’s, Martin described the effects of 
movements on the audience as contagious, using the term to mean the “rapid spread 
of influence or emotion from one body to another” while also suggesting “pollution 
and disease” (Foster, 2008, p. 46). Foster (2008) asks: “What hold does the 
kinesthetic have over subjectivity such that its influence would be described as 
contagious?” (p. 46) This question is addressed in her work by comparing and 
contrasting Martin’s view with two alternative conceptualizations of kinesthesia in 
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the work of two main authors: James Gibson, a psychologist, (kinesthesia as 
orientation), and Vittorio Gallese, a neuroscientist, (kinesthesia as simulation). 
 
Foster’s (2008) discussion of John Martin’s argument about the contagious effects of 
movements on the audience of a dance performance starts by addressing the 
assumption that the body has a “special proximity to both emotional and unconscious 
realms of the psyche” (p. 49). According to Martin (1965), by engaging 
spontaneously with the body, modern dancers are able to cut through processes of 
socialization and representations, access the genuine character of tacit emotional 
states and awaken and enliven the feelings of the viewers. This is seen by Martin as 
relying on the inherent capacity of bodily movement to be both connected with the 
deepest feelings and to make the viewers feel in their own musculature what they see 
exerted in someone else’s musculature (Foster, 2008). Martin’s approach is compared 
and contrasted by Foster (2008) with the alternative model of “interkinesthetic 
connectivity” developed by Gibson (1966) in the late 1960’s. Foster (2008) interprets 
Gibson’s understanding of kinesthesia as a way of orienting the senses and the sense 
of identity based on the conceptualization of body movement as a potential channel 
to experiment with the boundaries of perception. 
 
In reviewing Gibson’s (1966) theory of perception as exposed in his The Senses 
Considered as Perceptual Systems, Foster (2008) makes two key points. The first is 
that Gibson’s theory challenges the separation of perception and action by describing 
perception as an active process of relation between body and environment which 
involves both processing incoming stimuli and conveying commands for bodily 
movements. Kinesthesia is seen as playing a central role in this integrative perceptual 
system. The second point stressed by Foster (2008) is that Gibson’s description of 
perception, as an active engagement with the environment which involves noticing 
the subtle differences between sensory inputs and bodily impulses, “is almost literally 
fleshed out in the dance practice known as contact improvisation that emerged just a 
few years after the publication of his book” (p. 51). Both Martin’s and Gibson’s 
conceptions of the kinesthetic are compared and contrasted by Foster (2008) to a 
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third, more recent model developed by neuroscientists based on the workings of 
mirror neurons. Drawing on the work of Gallese (2001), the process of feeling into 
another body is described as a reaction occurring in a particular area of the brain 
which involves simulating various options of action that resonate with the 
movements that are being watched (Foster, 2008).  
 
By building critically on different theoretical perspectives, Foster (2008) develops a 
framework for the study of “movement’s contagion” which does not rely on any 
given way of thinking about movement or contagion. Rather, a space is opened up for 
exploring how the different ways in which we conceptualize kinesthesia influence 
how we approach and understand the phenomenon of contagion. Contagion is 
approached by Foster (2008) as a broad container for exploring the transmission of 
feelings and sensations across bodily boundaries without prescribing a particular 
connection between bodies. This perspective is useful for framing a somatic 
exploration of tango as an experience of kinesthetic listening. In fact, by expanding 
Foster’s (2008) idea of “movement’s contagion” to the experience of moving 
together it becomes possible to problematize the assumption that tango dancers share 
a desire to merge with each other and that moving as a couple is fulfilling regardless 
of the roles and the form being given in advance. 
 
3.5 Touch and the Experience of Eros 
 
I will end this chapter by discussing how the tactile-kinesthetic transmission of 
sensations and feelings across bodily boundaries described by the authors reviewed 
above can be explored in the particular case of the dance of tango. This leads to 
identifying the lens of eros as a useful resource for the study of kinesthetic listening. 
Addressing the relation between touch and eros in tango is a way to foreground the 
kind of affective exchange happening between the dancers through the physical 
framework of the duet and the different roles of the partners. The association of tango 
and eros in this study differs from Savigliano’s (1995) critical analysis of tango as an 
exotic spectacle of passion. I will draw on Luce Irigaray’s (1992, 1996) philosophical 
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understanding of eros as a carnal and spiritual connection in which touch and 
listening do not involve reducing the other to one’s self but, rather, allow the other to 
emerge. In I Love to You (1996) Irigaray claims that listening involves engaging with 
the other “as someone and something I do not know yet” (p. 116). The nexus between 
listening and touch is described as an experience of “touching upon” which “asks for 
silence” and is driven by “a call to coexist, to act together and dialogue” (Irigaray, 
1996, p. 125). In Elemental Passions Irigaray (1992) contends that 
 
[a] body becomes a prison when it contracts into a whole. When it proclaims 
itself mine or thine. When a line is drawn around it, its territory mapped out. 
When the universe of its inner, or outer, possible or permissible, movements 
is already traced out, as is its life. (p. 17) 
 
The presence of eros in the experience of making love is described by Irigaray (1992) 
as an act which leaves a “gap in the horizon” and a “hole in the skin” of the lover. In 
being faced with a “need that lacks intention or direction”, the perception of 
wholeness “crumbles” and “flows away into nothing that could be named” (Irigaray, 
1992, p. 16). In the field of dance, Hamera (2001) describes Irigaray’s (1996) account 
of eros by comparing touch and listening to a corporeal and relational labor which 
“reverberates” between moving bodies to sustain a dynamic space between freedom 
and control. In the particular case of tango, Cant (2012) claims that the analysis of 
eros as a sensory experience proposed by Irigaray (1992, 1996) helps to approach the 
embrace “as a temporary space, a set of fleeting experiences” and to foreground “the 
multiple ways in which each dancer acknowledges the presence of the other (or not)” 
(p. 228).  Along similar lines, in this study of tango, Irigaray’s (1992) understanding 
of eros as a sensuous conversation with the “crumbling of wholeness” helps to 
foreground the exchange with one’s vulnerability involved in the dance. While 
heightening the desire for being alive, such an exchange leaves little room for 
controlling what is going to happen. 
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Conclusion 
 
In this chapter, after defining key terms (touch, kinesthesia, proprioception and haptic 
perception) and discussing the relation between the sense of touch and the sense of 
movement, touch as kinesthetic listening was articulated as the somatic-conceptual 
framework of the study. This led to the analysis of several examples of research on 
touch as kinesthetic listening across the field of somatics in dance improvisation and 
tango. Finally, the focus and area of contribution of the study was identified in the 
exploration of the tactile-kinesthetic transmission of sensations and feelings 
occurring in the perceptual space between the inside and outside worlds of the 
dancer. A range of theoretical perspectives were reviewed both within the field of 
dance and somatics and in other fields. The chapter concluded by identifying eros as 
a lens for exploring the inside-outside perception of touch in tango. This lens will be 
discussed in the two field work chapters (Chapter Five and Chapter Six) and in the 
chapter on the research findings (Chapter Seven). The next chapter discusses the 
research methodology of the study. 
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4. A Somatic Approach to Explore Touch in Tango 
 
 
Introduction 
 
This chapter discusses the methodological approach which emerged during the study 
and which frames the exploration of kinesthetic listening in the dance of tango. I will 
begin by positioning this approach within the general methodological framework of 
practice-led research in the creative arts, and by defining what is meant by practice-
led research in this study, given the absence of a substantial embodied outcome 
(Gray, 2006; Haseman, 2007; Smith & Dean, 2009; Rolling & Bay, 2012). Then I 
will discuss how my way of doing research through practice, alone and with other 
dancers, shifted away from the customary framework of social tango to engage with 
somatic methods of movement inquiry (Feldenkrais, 1975, 1990, 2010; De Spain, 
2003; Sheets-Johnstone, 2015b). This leads to defining the methodology of the study 
as an experiential framework for practicing deferral from the traditional form of the 
tango dance. The focus shifts to how the constraints of the form enable or limit the 
connection between the dancers and to the particular types of embodiment emerging 
when touch is engaged somatically outside the space of the milonga. Such shift is 
discussed with conceptual and practical reference to contemporary dance 
improvisation (Goldman, 2010; Millard, 2012, 2015; Fraser, 2014, 2015). The 
chapter continues by describing the field work as a creative and critical assemblage 
of movement explorations and by outlining the goals, frames, methods and 
challenges involved. I will then provide a rationale for using photographic and audio-
visual documentation in the two field work chapters of the thesis. Finally, I will claim 
the emergence of a somatic approach to the study of tango in the dance studio and in 
public and performance spaces as an alternative to the more diffuse model of 
conducting ethnographies in the conventional venues where tango is danced socially. 
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4.2 Defining Practice-Led Research 
 
When I joined the Art and Performance group to conduct this study at Deakin 
University in Melbourne, I was presented with and trained in a methodological 
framework that is referred to as “practice-led research” (for a discussion of the 
growing importance of practice-led studies in the creative arts, see Smith & Dean, 
2009). For most students I have met in the Art and Performance group at Deakin, the 
PhD has both a creative submission component (be it object art or performance art or 
the showing of a creative practice, as in the case of the group dance improvisation 
practice submitted by Olivia Millard in 2012—that worked as an important reference 
for establishing my own studio practice) and an exegetical component (a written 
document which puts the creative submission in the context of a broader intellectual 
debate and helps tease out the theoretical insights emerging from the practice). While 
this study is contextualized within the dance practice of tango and while my own 
body is approached somatically as the experiential site of the inquiry, the physical 
submission of a creative output is not included as part of the work. It is thus 
important to define what is meant by practice-led research in this study and to explain 
why I have opted for the submission of a full thesis despite the original intent to 
submit a performance combined with an exegesis. 
 
Following Gray (1996), practice-led research is defined in this study as “research 
initiated in practice and carried out through practice” (p. 1). Throughout the inquiry, I 
engaged a practice of movement improvisation inspired by the framework of the 
tango dance. This led my thinking and revealed what I discovered on the experience 
of touch in tango. In writing the thesis I have tried to integrate what was sensed by 
engaging the practice first-hand with a process of reflection and critical engagement 
with other authors which led to developing the framework of kinesthetic listening. 
This approach is in line with Haseman’s (2007) discussion of the relation between 
research and practice in the creative arts. According to Haseman (2007), the 
methodology of practice-led research “asserts the primacy of practice and insists that 
because creative practice is both on-going and persistent, practitioner-researchers do 
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not merely ‘think’ their way through or out of a problem, but rather they ‘practice’ to 
a resolution” (p. 147, cited in Nelson, 2013, pp. 9-10).  
 
The definition of practice-led research as a first-person approach to engage my 
creative practice reflectively and critically resonates also with Rolling’s and Bey’s 
(2012, combined interview) discussion of this methodological framework. Bey 
argues that doing research through artistic practice involves placing a significant 
focus on individual quests and marginalized contents by “problematizing/uncovering 
the self” (Rolling & Bey, 2012). According to Rolling, there are as many 
methodologies as there are artists-researchers (Rolling & Bey, 2012). These 
guidelines are helpful for clarifying how, in this study, practice-led research is not 
intended as a methodology in itself but rather as an approach that allows the 
emergence of a new methodology out of the “messiness” of the process of inquiry. 
The research strategies and methods used to conduct the inquiry were developed 
during the project by engaging first-hand the dance of tango. These strategies and 
methods were not chosen at the start from the work of other scholars as neutral lenses 
to be applied to the specific frame of my practice. Rather, the methodological 
framework was shaped to help uncover and bring awareness to the knowledge 
embodied in the dance and to find a language to make it more accessible to myself as 
well as to other researchers and practitioners.  
 
I began the study with the intention to develop a performance. The submission of a 
physical outcome was ruled out when I was well into the third year of the project. 
This decision was mainly driven by the evolution of the study from an investigation 
of the traditional form of the tango dance into a somatic exploration of the perception 
of touch which engages also contemporary improvisational dance modes. When the 
exploratory phase of the fieldwork reached its organic conclusion and the phase of 
packaging a bodily submission began, the supervisors highlighted the dangers of 
approaching performance-making as a way to prove a thesis on touch rather than as 
the continuation of the process of movement inquiry. I realized I was trying to 
provide the viewers with a conceptual framework through which to evaluate my 
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performance. On the other side, shifting to a full thesis was an opportunity to engage 
the somatic insights emerging from the field work by describing, documenting and 
discussing the conceptual framework of kinesthetic listening. I decided to approach 
writing as a way to elaborate the processes and the outcomes of the research while 
making them available to a broader audience of practitioners and researchers. 
 
4.3 Developing a Somatic Approach to Study the Tango Dance 
 
This study is inevitably influenced by my long-term experience as tango dancer, and 
particularly by my first tango years spent trying to embody the customary framework 
of the practice as well as the basic elements of the dance. To learn to dance tango, I 
had to come to terms with a specific way of connecting with the event, the music, my 
body, other dancers and the physical space. It is within the threads of this experiential 
fabric that I felt the drive to investigate the sense of touch. In influencing 
significantly my sense of the body and of dance, the traditional framework of the 
milonga was the necessary starting point to begin thinking about a methodological 
approach for the study. In particular, I felt the urge to reflect on my relation with the 
external form of the dance, with the dance partner and with the image of my body as 
modes of attachment to an attractive but limited understanding of improvised 
movement. These attachments are seen as problematic insofar as they are 
underpinned by implicit assumptions that are not brought to a somatic level of 
awareness. 
 
When I first encountered tango, dancing in the milonga seemed to offer a concrete 
opportunity to access and activate an inner capacity for sensorial listening by 
touching and moving with another body in an intimate space and with a focus on the 
present moment. However, as I learned the basic movement vocabulary and 
techniques of the dance and as my position in the tango community became more 
stable, I became more aware of the social pressure to repeat sequences of steps and 
movement patterns and to reproduce the customary ways of engaging the non-verbal 
conversation with the partner learned by imitating others. I imagine standing on the 
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outer border of the dance floor of a typical milonga, and, as the music starts and the 
other couples get ready to move, I feel the collective urge to start moving. I imagine 
the moment I am standing in front of my partner as a male leader and I can recall the 
social pressure to lift my left arm to take my female partner’s right hand. Then I have 
a few seconds to start enfolding her waist with my right arm and to complete the 
tango embrace so that we can start walking together counter clockwise following the 
rhythm of the music. On the one hand, these are moments one could not experience 
without the form. On the other, however, the collective tendency to automatically 
reproduce the well-rehearsed form of the dance can lead to a defensive, if not 
fundamentalist, attitude regarding what constitutes the essence of the tango and what 
should not be regarded as such. Although it might be true, as argued by a famous 
Argentine social dancer interviewed by Azzi (1991), that “el tango no se entiende sin 
la milonga” (tango cannot be understood without the milonga) (p. 19, cited in Cara, 
2009, p. 440), it might also be true that to deepen this understanding it is necessary to 
consider other frames and lenses. 
 
Conducting the study required developing practical ways to approach and sustain 
over three years the exploration of touch in tango outside the traditional setting of the 
milonga. Taking my body as the site of inquiry, the investigation is framed as a series 
of somatic experiences of solo and shared movement improvisation informed by the 
enabling constraints of the tango duet and focused on the inside-outside perception of 
touch. This frame resonates with De Spain’s (2003) definition of an improvisational 
experience as existing for the inquirer “as a movement-based somatic state” (p. 28). 
Conducting the movement explorations involved placing my body in public and 
performance spaces and in the dance studio—where customary tango conditions and 
rules of engagement do not apply—while engaging other improvisational dance 
modes. These field work experiences involved challenging the habitual modes of 
embodying tango by engaging my “directly sensitive movement consciousness” 
(Sheets-Johnstone, 2015b, p. xvii, emphasis in original). Drawing on Feldenkrais’ 
(1975, 1990, 2010) understanding of the practice of “awareness through movement”, 
exploring touch in tango through somatic experience did not involve applying 
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somatic principles consciously and willfully, but rather allowing something to be 
revealed about my movement habits. Following Bardet and Ginot’s (2012) critical 
discussion of Feldenkrais’ method as a way to address the problem of change, I have 
approached learning through movement as an experience in which both habits linked 
to the past and new possible ways of acting can be at play in the present moment. 
 
This is a first-person study. My data was mainly based upon the feelings and 
sensations I experienced while moving and on the reflective notes I wrote after 
moving. The first-person approach was effective to investigate the question of how a 
tango dancer might re-engage touch because the question is posed from the 
perspective of how touch is felt in the inside-outside space of the dance. In 
accordance with Olszewski’s (2008) description of his research method for studying 
the dance of tango, I engaged the inquiry as a process of “analyzing my own body” 
(p. 67). Given the experiential orientation of somatic methods of inquiry, and given 
that dancing tango requires a partner, I invited participants to move with me. The 
research methodology was subjected to ethical clearance. The ethics process 
supported a first-person approach by defining the role of participants as co-dancers 
rather than informants. The Plain Language Statement and Consent Form attached to 
Appendix 1 provide a description of the types of practices involved in the field work. 
This description includes how participants were recruited, what they were asked to 
do, their role in the process of inquiry and how their interest and privacy have been 
safeguarded. The study did not involve conducting interviews. Moreover, while it is 
customary dance practice to speak about dance experience, the methodology was not 
contingent on documenting the feedback shared by other dancers in my reflective 
writing. Conversations among participants were included in the analysis only as 
informal episodes and no claims are made about what was experienced by others. 
 
Field work data was described, documented and discussed using a consistent 
analytical framework. Each exploration included in Chapter Five and Chapter Six 
begins by introducing a selected moment or event of the field work and by defining 
the improvisational task that was carried out. Then, a specific criticality is discussed 
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with reference to the research question and the focus of the study. This involves 
engaging theoretical resources that help reflect on the goal and content of the somatic 
experience framed in the process of inquiry. Each exploration is then described and 
discussed in three sections: the experiment; what was felt; and what was revealed. 
The first section (the experiment) describes how the exploration was conducted and 
how tension was brought to bear on the traditional reference points of traditional 
tango practice. The second section (what was felt) engages a description of the 
somatic contents of the internal experience of the task. In the third section (what was 
revealed) I return to the criticality discussed at the beginning and point to how the 
experiment helps generate new insights. The relation between the experiment and 
what was felt during the experiment is not linear. While I can experiment because I 
am feeling something, it is also true that I am feeling something because I am 
experimenting. Similarly, in giving words to what was revealed, I have tried to 
nurture a dialogue between somatic sensations and theoretical constructs. 
 
In describing the felt sense of touch and movement in the field work chapters, I draw 
on De Spain’s (2003) discussion of how improvisation as a mode of inquiry involves 
translating or approximating into language something that exists for the inquirer as “a 
kind of echo that survives the constant disappearance of the improvisational ‘now’” 
(p. 29). In particular, following De Spain (2003), I refer to my internal experience 
either as “an ‘I’ interacting with the elements of improvisation”, or “as an 
unidentified observer of an improvisation in progress” (p. 29). In the first case, the 
“I” or a part of the body is expressed as the protagonist of the experience in a relation 
between outside forces and internal desires. In the second case, a different 
detachment from the action is at work and movements are expressed as having an 
implied force or will of their own. The translation of somatic experience into 
language is structured around three main elements (De Spain, 2003, esp. pp. 29-30): 
“movement descriptors” (clear indications of movement action, e.g., shifting, 
pushing, pouring into and out of); “actions of information gathering and 
acknowledgment” with respect to both the state of my environment and my own 
somatic state (e.g., feeling, noticing, sensing); and verbs which indicate “the nature of 
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the relationship between myself and the improvisational material” (e.g., responding, 
letting, following). 
 
Exploring the kinesthetic experience of touch in tango has involved shifting from 
internal feeling and expression to external observation and representation, and vice 
versa. I associate the moments when this shift was not experienced organically to a 
sort of epistemological trap: are tango and the felt sense of touch the figure and the 
frame of the inquiry, or are they both figure and frame? Are the claims of new 
knowledge already embodied in the experience of the dance or are they manifested 
successively in the discourses about the dance, or both? Drawing on Kim Vincs’ 
analysis of the role of interdisciplinarity in the practice-led doctorate in dance (in 
Stock, Phillips & Vincs, 2009), it is arguable that the answer to these questions 
could lie in/as the complex, ongoing process of negotiation between embodied 
practice and written discourse. Based on the responses of Australian doctoral 
students in dance, Vincs describes the interdisciplinarity of practice and discourse 
“as the primary mode of enquiry in the tool-box of the practice-led dance 
researcher” (Stock, Phillips & Vincs, 2009, p. 4). While, argues Vincs, the position 
of the artist as insider “allows a richness and detail that is not possible by any other 
means”, it also involves “the danger of becoming a tautology – of presenting as 
findings ideas or artefacts that are simply the inevitable products of their 
epistemological genesis”. Vincs continues by claiming that, in writing about the 
practice, dance is placed “as a discourse in dialogue with systems of knowledge 
outside itself” (Stock, Phillips & Vincs, 2009, p. 3). According to her, this has a 
deepening effect on the practice.  
 
Vincs’ discussion on the risks and opportunities of conducting a doctorate study as a 
dancer-research (in Stock, Phillips & Vincs, 2009) raises the question of how the 
potential for solipsism can be addressed when the voice of other practictioners is not 
accounted for in the collection and analysis of data. In turn, this leads me to 
foreground the ways in which, in this study, the voices of other dancers were 
encountered somatically in the felt experience of moving together, and how my first-
  
90 
person prejudices and assumptions were shaken in this process. To avoid my position 
as insider becoming a tautology, I have systematically placed my body in the 
conditions of having to respond to unfamiliar situations and unexpected sensory 
stimuli outside the confort-zone of the well-rehearsed tango form. This involved 
trying to suspend my tango habits by engaging movement improvisation as a method 
for observing my body as it moves alone and with other bodies. The process was 
sustained by working with dancers with different experiences and competences both 
inside and outside the practice of tango. 
 
4.4 Practicing Deferral from Tango Habits 
 
The somatic methodological approach of the study can be described as a way of 
pulling apart the traditional framework of social tango and challenging the given 
equilibrium of its elements to create a space for the emergence of new insights. This 
involved engaging practically and conceptually with contemporary and contact 
improvisational modes of dancing. To find a language to articulate the inquiry 
without reaffirming what I already knew as a tango dancer, I have approached tango 
constructs as enabling constraints through which a movement-based improvised 
encounter can be experienced (on the use of enabling constraints in dance 
improvisation, see Goldman, 2010). My initial intuition was that it is possible to have 
a somatic experience that feels like dancing tango even when the equilibrium of the 
form is challenged. In this sense, tango is not approached as a given starting point but 
as a possible rediscovery. The methodology of the study has emerged as a framework 
for practicing deferral from the fundamental elements of the practice: the shapes and 
sequences of the movements, the given images of the dancing body, the gendered 
codes of the lead and follow rules, the embrace and the walk as the ways of touching 
and moving and the presence of tango music and of a dancefloor as necessary 
conditions for the encounter. Entering and staying in this movement-based inquiry 
process long enough, and with enough lucidity to be able to make sense of the 
unfolding tensions so that new insights can emerge, requires becoming more 
sensitive and responsive in perceiving what is happening in the moment of the dance. 
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To pursue this research strategy, I engaged with contemporary and contact 
improvisational dance modes and brought into the inquiry practical tools and 
methods drawn from them so that the focus of attention in the experience of moving 
could shift across a spectrum of possibilities—away from and towards tango.  
 
The practice of dance improvisation in its various forms involves exploring and 
articulating a range of strategies, tools and perceptual modes of movement inquiry 
that effectively support the deepening and widening of the bodily sense of being alive 
(Fraser, 2014, 2015). According to improviser and independent researcher Peter 
Fraser (2014), improvisational dance practices help challenge the apparent unity of 
perception in a deliberate attempt to open gaps in our presumptive concepts and 
images (of self, world and body) and to use these gaps as portals to a deeper and 
thicker understanding of bodily life. Fraser (2014) explicitly makes creating “gaps” 
in the apparent unity of perception the key theme of his movement-based inquiry into 
the nature and workings of kinesthesia. “Gaps” are defined by Fraser as “deliberately 
created breaches that provide observational and experiential openings onto truth” 
(2014, p. 12, footnote 7). Fraser (2014) employs the notion of “truth” to investigate 
the experience of noticing how movement unfolds spontaneously in improvisational 
performance. This involves discussing his personal and conceptual engagement with 
various somatic practices such as “Authentic Movement” and “Body Weather”. My 
aim in this study is to explore how the body can be made more ready for movement, 
expression and communion in the experience of dancing tango. How can I question 
my natural attitude as a tango dancer to make the body more available to perceive 
and engage with some of the gaps emerging through the experience of dancing with 
someone else? Fraser’s (2015) understanding of improvisation as a practice of 
attention is a useful resource to engage this task: 
 
What I activate is my attention. I place it, like a bait, somewhere on or in the 
body, and there and then, some quality of the body, or its movement or weight, 
something that has been hidden and active there all along, comes forward. Then 
I go along with it, cooperate in its spreading or diminishing, or I move on to 
some new site of attention. … The improvisation is sustained by constantly 
renewing these acts of attention to the body’s states and processes. (p. 73) 
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To develop the basic practical skills needed to engage a somatic approach to the 
study of tango, during the second year of the project I joined two different dance 
improvisation practices: contemporary dance improvisation and contact 
improvisation. Between February 2017 and April 2018, I attended quite regularly 
dancer and scholar Olivia Millard’s weekly group improvisation practice at Deakin 
University. Living in Melbourne was also an opportunity to engage with a vibrant 
independent dance improvisation scene. In April 2017 I began taking weekly contact 
improvisation classes at Cecil St Studio with various teachers and joined regularly 
the weekly social practice (called “jam”). To be clear, the current project did not turn 
into a study of these practices. I approached dance improvisation as a somatic 
movement frame through which I could develop new methods and skills to re-engage 
with tango at a deeper level. In the last part of this section I will reflect on how 
attending Millard’s group improvisation practice helped me operationalize my body 
as an organ of perception and how this altered my approach to touch and movement. 
The practical impact of contact improvisation on the study will be discussed in 
Chapter Six. 
 
Millard (2015) describes dance improvisation as “a way of noticing and exploring the 
many experiences of a dancing body” (p. 46), which prioritizes personal 
transformation rather than the assimilation of given bodies of knowledge. In her PhD 
exegesis, Millard (2012) positions her improvisation practice in terms of the 
kinesthetic strategies and tools investigated by improvisers to make the body more-
ready for dancing, to generate movement material and make exploring the unknown 
more comfortable. Overall, I participated in twenty-six sessions of her practice and 
kept a regular journal of the experience.18 At the beginning of each session, Millard 
                                               
18 For a description of the different tasks involved in Millard’s group improvisation practice, see 
Millard, 2012, esp. Chap. 5. In what follows I will not discuss the third and conclusive task of 
Millard’s practice referred to as “dance”. This involved, when there was enough time within the two- 
hour allotment, dancing alone or alongside others and being watched for around ten minutes. Although 
engaging this task did trigger in me, to some degree, a process of release (of conscious thinking, 
movement patterns and meaning making), the insights that I was able to draw are not directly relevant 
to the research project. I believe this is related to my lack of knowledge of contemporary dance. 
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would read a set of scores to the group—reiterating each time that these “verbal 
propositions” (Millard, 2015) were offered as a tool to support the kinesthetic inquiry 
while not determining its trajectory.19 Each participant would then have a chance to 
respond to the scores verbally. Then we would engage the first task—referred to by 
Millard and the rest of the group as “solo warm-up”—which would last for around 
ten minutes (time was not measured with a clock). Engaging this task was a 
destabilizing experience. No music was played and no dancing in partnership was 
involved. I can still vividly remember the sense of awkwardness felt when the task 
began, and I found myself in the large space of the dance studio having to dance on 
my own alongside few other dancers. How was I supposed to move? Was I dancing 
tango or not? I was challenged to question whether I could imagine my movement 
not in terms of a relation with someone else but in terms of my body doing the 
movement. I was also driven to reassert the centrality of relationality in my 
expression and understanding of movement. When asked about the purpose of the 
solo warm-up, Millard suggested that I should “listen to what my body needs” so that 
I can find “today’s dancing body”. I had to come to terms with the fact that, for those 
who have never danced tango (as in the case of the other participants), a shared 
movement-based improvisation does not necessarily involve dancing as a couple in 
an embrace where one proposes the movement and the other responds to the 
invitation. I was entering the brave new world of improvising on my own alongside 
other people trying to defer the urge to reproduce a repertoire of steps or moves. 
 
After the “solo warm-up” the dancers were invited to share verbally their felt 
movement experience—possibly by referring to the dance scores proposed at the 
beginning of the session. Then the second task on touch would begin. The group 
would be divided into couples. One person would lie down, with the eyes closed, 
with the aim of releasing tensions and getting ready to receive touch while trying to 
                                               
19 The dance scores for the first session of the improvisation practice I attended on 16 February 2017 
included two columns of words. The first column contained a list of “moving words”: bump, slop, 
inch, hop, munch, bash, whirl, topple and flick. The second column contained a list of “something” 
words: undo something, overcome something, bypass something, ignore something, examine 
something, befriend something, discover something, shift something and ride something. 
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make no intentional movement. The other would gradually start touching, usually but 
not necessarily with the hands, taking great care of the body of the person lying 
down. At some point, Millard would invite the person on the floor to start moving 
while being touched. Then she would call the last couple of touches after which the 
receiving person was invited to start dancing on her own with the eyes closed, 
assisted by her partner. With the last two instructions the dancing person was invited 
to dance for one more minute and then to find an end to the task. This sequence was 
followed by an exchange of verbal feedback between the giver and receiver of each 
couple separately. Then the roles would be inverted and there would be another 
separate feedback session followed by a shorter plenary session on the insights that 
may have emerged through the “touch” task. The entire process would usually take 
well over an hour. 
 
The repeated experience of the “touch” task in Millard’s improvisation practice has 
influenced significantly the evolution of this research project into a study of touch in 
tango as an experience of kinesthetic listening. Touching and being touched by 
contemporary dancers in a way described by Millard as “without expectations” of 
what the other person will do (i.e., not instrumental, not sexual, not accidental, not 
familiar, not therapeutic, etc.) brought to the surface the ways in which my body was 
used to perceiving touch in tango and anticipated possible new ways to challenge my 
habits in order to explore that perception in more depth. In particular, I was led to 
experiment with touching not only the hand and the chest of the other person but also 
other parts of the body, and to experience the act of touching as a kinesthetic process 
that does not necessarily involve moving together in an embrace across space. I was 
also led to experiment with moving separate parts of the other person’s body and 
with being moved by someone else. Finally, and most importantly, I was led to ask 
how my impulses to move are connected with the touch of the other person (and vice 
versa) and to consider how the anatomical qualities of touch experienced during the 
task differ substantially from the sensuous and emotional qualities characterizing my 
experience of tango. 
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4.5 Field Work Outline 
 
The field work is organized into two parts. In the movement explorations described, 
documented and discussed in Chapter Five (the first field work chapter), the research 
question is approached outside-in and the emphasis is on the objective of the somatic 
experience which is brought forward through the recurring use of still and moving 
images. The use of images helps to map the sensations of tango loaded on and in my 
body—as a physical history with personal and cultural components—and allows me 
to make visible what is happening inside without having to rely exclusively on the 
understanding embedded in the language of traditional tango practice. In the 
movement explorations included in Chapter Six (the second field work chapter), the 
research question is approached inside-out and the emphasis is on the internal 
processes of the somatic experience, i.e., my felt sense of the dance partners, the 
spatial environment and my own somatic state, which are brought forward through 
the recurring use of experiential field notes (a short video that synthesizes the studio 
work is included in the last exploration). In the remainder of this section, in four 
separate blocks, I will provide a methodological synthesis of what these two field 
work clusters have in common and of the particular aspects of each of them in terms 
of frames, goals, methods and challenges. 
 
4.5.1 Goals  
 
All movement explorations were approached with the aim of pulling the idea of 
tango apart until it breaks so that new ways of moving and thinking can emerge. 
The explorations documented and discussed in Chapter Five were conducted in 
public and performance spaces with the aim to connect with the impulses that 
move me to dance tango from the inside by unsettling the traditional elements of 
the practice. In order to challenge the fixity of the imageries and movement 
modalities embodied for years by dancing tango in the milonga, I began the 
research project by engaging critically and creatively with the fabrics of life within 
which the impulses that move me to practice tango are entangled outside the 
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microcosm of the milonga. This is how my new life as a migrant in Melbourne 
became an important condition of the inquiry. The entanglement of research with 
personal life ensued in a phase of chaos, uncertainty and radical possibility. From 
this perspective, the goal of mapping the traces of tango in/on my body can be 
associated with the goal of finding my tango in a new city while finding my place 
in a new city through tango.  
 
The explorations documented and discussed in Chapter Six were conducted in the 
dance studio. I worked more specifically on the practical methods and tools needed 
to undress through movement the form and rules of engagement of the tango duet 
and to develop a practice of touch as kinesthetic listening. In particular, the goal of 
studio practice was to investigate how an improvisational process might work 
when I am moving in contact with another body with the shared purpose of having 
an enhanced sense of feeling together. Using the frame of the tango duet as a 
tactile-kinesthetic starting point to perceive the experience of shared 
improvisational movement, studio work explored how well-rehearsed constructs 
might act as enabling constraints within practice, i.e., how dancers can work with 
them relationally and creatively in satisfying ways. 
 
4.5.2 Frames  
 
Across all the field work explorations, the tango duet was engaged as a framework of 
enabling constraints that allowed me to access sensory stimulations and movement 
impulses. The first part of the explorations (Chapter Five) involved framing a series 
of somatic experience through which to explore being watched by others or watching 
myself from the outside. The second part (Chapter Six) involved framing an 
improvisation practice for exploring dancing with others and observing myself from 
the inside-out. While each exploration conducted in public and performance spaces 
engaged a unique, ephemeral frame of inquiry connected with the different places 
and situations in which it occurred, all studio explorations shared the same overall, 
systematic frame with a high degree of consistency between sessions run weekly for 
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over a year. While documentation of the first part of the field work was mainly visual 
(photos and videos) and emphasized the outcomes of experience, documentation of 
the second part was mainly written (field notes) and emphasized experiential 
processes.  
 
Part one of the movement explorations was run between April 2016 and July 2017 
and engaged the sense of being a vulnerable body exposed to the gaze of the public 
and to my own sight. This was pursued by bringing the moving body into an 
uncertain and unsettling space of intimacy with the external fabrics of life—with a 
partner or alone. Each exploration was approached by bringing my somatic attention 
to bear on the specific situation at hand and by letting the event have a sensorial-
affective impact on my movements. In some cases, the inquiry was experienced as 
impromptu intervention. In other cases, improvisation was semi-structured. Field 
work in performance spaces involved also a process of preparation and rehearsal. All 
the explorations included in Chapter Five were documented photographically and/or 
audio-visually. Visual documentation offered useful tools to reflect back on the 
process of inquiry. 
 
Part two of the movement explorations was framed by the need for and the sense of 
working regularly with other dancers in a space of trust, openness and potential 
experimentation that could support the emergence and expression of a plurality of 
perceptions. This involved setting up a semi-structured group dance improvisation 
practice working through an active experimental inquiry-based learning process. The 
first, long cycle of practice sessions was run weekly at Deakin University Dance 
Studio (Melbourne Campus) between July 2017 and April 2018 with the presence of 
a variable number of participants (minimum 1 and maximum 5 participants other 
than myself). Participants were recruited mostly from the Melbourne tango social 
scene but also from the Melbourne dance improvisation scene and among Deakin 
University dance academics and independent dance researchers. Most sessions 
involved the participation of only tango dancers while, in others, I worked only with 
contemporary improvisers. In a few cases the two groups became mixed. Each 
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session lasted between two and four hours. In November 2017 the lab was run in 
Sydney for a week as a project of artist in residency at Dickson St Studio in 
collaboration with dancer and independent research Eleanor Brickhill. In July 2018 I 
ran a four-day group intensive at an independent Melbourne studio. In August 2018 
studio practice came to an end with a ten-day block of sessions in which, for the first 
time, the explorations were opened (twice) to external viewers.  
 
Although I began the studio phase of the field work with the intention to document 
the work through videos and photos, I found myself in the position of an insider who 
rarely felt the need to do so. Setting up the group improvisation lab required creating 
trust and a way of working together so that new insights could be perceived through 
our movement and verbal exchanges. However, having the very last session of the 
studio lab filmed by the person we invited to witness the progress of the work proved 
quite useful. In fact, on that day we went through over an hour of uninterrupted 
improvised dance. The footage, included in the last exploration of Chapter Six, 
provides evidence of how the studio practice evolved from an attempt to explore 
kinesthetically a different approach to tango to a subtle and systematic way of 
approaching touching and being touched as kinesthetic listening. 
 
4.5.3 Methods 
 
All movement explorations conducted during the field work involved experiencing 
my body-movement somatically as the main medium of inquiry. However, in 
approaching somatic experiences outside-in (Chapter Five), the focus was on the 
external form of the impulses and how this is viewed in terms of the framework of 
tango movements. On the other hand, in studio explorations (Chapter Six), by 
engaging contemporary improvisational dance modes I was able to introduce specific 
movement modes of inquiry to shift the focus from the conventional form of tango, 
and to focus instead on more specific somatic processes such as breath and touch. 
Although all explorations involved moving, in the studio, movement itself was 
approached explicitly as the specific object of inquiry. In the explorations conducted 
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in public and performance spaces, the internal perception of movement was 
approached intuitively through creative hunches that emerged by making something 
visible in space and were then elaborated by watching and editing the visual 
documentation. 
 
The methods of inquiry used in public and performance spaces were not explicitly 
articulated in advance and not separated from the process of creating a visible 
outcome. Methods were intuitively experienced as emerging from positioning my 
body—sometimes with other bodies, sometimes alone—in a particular situation and 
from making critical decisions about what needed to be done in order for a particular 
idea, feeling, or question to become visible for myself or the audience. This involved, 
for example, a solo movement improvisation on a sidewalk and in an art gallery. To 
enter a critical and creative dialogue with the field work material, I engaged 
photographic and audio-visual documentation as a tool to reflect back on what I was 
trying to do through a process of editing; which happened, in most cases, while 
writing the thesis. 
 
The methods of inquiry of the kinesthetic explorations conducted in the studio were 
outlined in advance in an ethics application, submitted to the research participants for 
their consent and explicitly discussed throughout the field work (see Appendix 1). As 
the main inquirer, my job in the group improvisation lab involved preparing and 
proposing a number of specific touch-based movement tasks, keeping the time, 
guiding the transitions between different tasks and facilitating the informal verbal 
exchange between participants about what was felt during the experience. The 
emergence of new insights occurred mainly through being physically involved in 
movement but also through watching the movements of other participants, listening 
to their verbal feedback and writing down field notes. Keeping a regular and 
thorough research journal allowed me to use the weekly gaps between sessions to 
reflect and elaborate on the doubts, difficulties and discoveries experienced during 
the lab and to get ready for the next set of explorations. During the field work, the 
frame of the tasks as well as my instructions and my answers to the doubts expressed 
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by participants evolved from little awareness, a broad focus and great uncertainty to 
more awareness and a narrower focus but still great uncertainty about what was to be 
done and the ways in which something needed to be done. 
 
Each studio session began with a “solo warm-up” (see previous section of this 
chapter on Olivia Millard’s group improvisation practice) and involved engaging one 
or two touch-based improvisation tasks for long enough to allow a felt sense of what 
was being shared by the dancers to surface spontaneously in their movement. Touch-
based tasks were organized mainly as duet work, although sometimes we 
experimented also with trios and with larger formations. Explorations were enacted 
as “hands on” ways to undress the external form of the dance of tango. The lab did 
not involve practicing tango skills such as walking together in an embrace. The 
movement tools and methods of dance improvisation were engaged as ways to 
explore other modes of moving together. This involved working mainly on three 
combined somatic aspects of the improvisational experience: giving or receiving 
weight and pressure into some parts of the body (e.g., hands, arms, chest, head and 
back); moving another body or letting others move one’s body; or simply standing in 
front of each other and listening kinesthetically to the connection of the other person 
with the ground through the feet and to the subtle shifts of weight involved in the 
process, while trying to connect one’s movements to such shifts. In particular, as part 
of a duet movement experience, these movement explorations required opening up 
the space between initiating movement and following movement to investigate what 
is perceived in those moments of not knowing. Usually, we worked without 
traditional tango music or with no music at all. 
 
4.5.4 Challenges  
 
Working on the cusp of the dance-form of tango made me more vulnerable and 
challenged my identity both as dancer and as researcher. In putting myself 
deliberately in non-tango physical spaces and situations (not in dancehalls, cafés, or 
social dance studios), in some cases without a partner and without music, I engaged 
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research as a challenge to connect with the feeling of dancing tango without clinging 
to external reference points. This involved noticing and coming to terms with the 
ephemerality and the constant evolution of my creative practice and letting go of the 
attachments not only to a particular form but also to its given meanings and the 
accepted ways to receive them from the outside. 
 
When working in the studio, the absence of most external references to the traditional 
framework of tango practice was partially compensated by the use of practical 
methods and tools borrowed from contemporary improvisational dance modes and 
engaged always with a dance partner. However, a different, perhaps more insidious 
challenge emerged from trying to suspend my attachments to the movement 
modalities and imageries of the tango duets in order to make space for contemporary 
ones. I am referring to the confusing and frustrating feeling that the inquiry was 
leading neither to something recognizable as tango improvisation nor to something 
recognizable as contemporary or contact dance improvisation. I am also referring to 
the fear of losing the connection with the cultural and artistic roots of tango practice 
in the process of undressing its external form. 
 
4.6 Visual Documentation 
 
Movement explorations were documented through still and moving images both by 
myself and by other people (including dancers, a visual artist, a video-maker and a 
theatre director) present at particular moments of the inquiry. Photos are positioned 
as close as possible to the part of the text which refers to them—and to which they 
refer. As to the videos, the reader is invited to watch before reading the textual 
body of the exploration. Visuals are used reflectively both as a method of analysis 
and as a way to pinpoint and document research findings. This is a consolidated 
option of practice-related research in the performing arts (Nelson, 2013). Drawing 
on Polanyi’s (2009) argument on the tacit dimension of knowing, the photos and 
videos included in the thesis are approached as different voices through which the 
realization (tested through movement practice) that “we can know more than we 
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can tell” (p. 4) can be brought to bear on what the thesis tries to tell analytically 
with words. In line with Taylor’s (1998) strategy to use images as a way “to 
transmit the bodily knowledge of a dance form” and to “shoulder” the text in an 
interactive way (p. xv), visuals are attached to the thesis as a bridge between the 
detached position of writing and the sensuous experience of moving and touching 
that is being written about. In this sense, these materials are employed as mediums 
to convey field work insights that could not be made available to the reader 
through rational explanation. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Most academic studies on tango in the human sciences are based on the milonga as 
the main site of inquiry and use ethnographic methods of inquiry.20 While this study 
was triggered by the experience of dancing tango in the milongas of Milan, and while 
I did continue dancing in the milongas of Melbourne during the project, I did not 
engage an ethnographic methodological framework but rather developed a somatic 
approach to investigate touch in tango through movement explorations conducted in 
alternative sites of inquiry. This is claimed as a contribution the study makes 
transversally to the fields of dance studies and of tango studies. 
 
Scholars studying tango in the milonga reflect on the critical experience of being both 
insiders and outsiders. Their accounts are useful for highlighting the continuous 
tension that has characterized, in a different way, my experience of moving in and 
out of the traditional practice in the process of developing a somatic methodological 
approach for this project. Dance scholar Marta Savigliano (2010) observes that when, 
between 1994 and 1997, she decided “to undertake ‘fieldwork’ in order to write an 
ethnography of the contemporary milonga scene”, her approach was that of assuming 
formally a “conflictive ‘insider/outsider’ position” (p. 248). The conflictual position 
                                               
20 In social and cultural anthropology, see Taylor (1987, 1998), Cara (2009), Petridou (2009, 2014) 
and Merrit (2012); in cultural sociology and gender studies, see Olszewski (2008), Villa (2006, 2011) 
and Davis (2015a, 2015b); in dance studies, see Savigliano (1995, 2010) and Pegorer (2008). 
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is explained by Savigliano (2010) in terms of compromising her “investments as a 
full dancing participant” to act as a participant observer (p. 248). Davis (2015a), on 
the other hand, defines her approach to studying tango in the milonga as a “carnal 
ethnography” with an added level of reflexivity. Davis (2015a) asserts that, as an 
insider, that is, as a dancing member of the community, she was allowed “easy access 
to the field” (p. 7) and had no problems finding dancers who were willing to talk to 
her. 
 
During this study I have been dancing tango in the milonga regularly—a couple of 
times a week on average. However, using the expression in academic terms, I never 
felt I was acting as a participant observer. I was there to dance. When not dancing, in 
observing what was going on around me, my focus was not on how customary 
behavioral codes were enacted or transgressed by others. My priority was to find the 
stillness required to establish a connection with others and the space so that the 
possibility of a dance with someone could emerge. In watching other people’s 
dances, I was driven by an interest to notice and be surprised by the improvisational 
unfolding of the duet. Then I would try to embody the insights of these observations 
into my own dances. As to talking to other tango dancers about my research in the 
milonga, this happened rarely and with people who already knew about my research 
project through social media. Conversations were brief and informal and were not 
used as field work material. 
 
In concluding this chapter, I am compelled to reflect on whether the notion of “tango 
research” is an oxymoron; that is, on the extent to which tango and academic research 
are two separate worlds and how this study can work as a bridge between them. 
Being both a tango practitioner and a practice-led academic researcher involves 
operating across two distinct communities of practices and practitioners with 
different ethical and aesthetic values and different vocabularies, rules of engagement 
and evaluation criteria. Rather than taking for granted the separation between the two 
worlds (tango and the university), I have tried to bring the (my) perceived tensions 
between them to bear on the development of the project. In particular, this meant 
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engaging a recursive process of stepping outside the context of the milonga to 
experiment with other improvisational ways of moving and thinking practiced and 
study in the context of the university. It also meant stepping in again to bring new 
questions to bear on the traditional framework of the dance through the act of 
dancing. The new insights emerging through experimenting in the milonga would 
then inform—mostly implicitly but sometimes also explicitly—the field work 
explorations. The project has helped me understand experientially how tango and 
contemporary dance improvisation are enacted as specific cultural contexts with 
specific aesthetic and moral values and different practical and discursive priorities. 
Indeed, this perceived tension was channeled and articulated through the experience 
of postgraduate academic research. I was required to direct the complex process of 
convergence and divergence between tango and dance improvisation towards the 
synthetic development of what is defined by universities as new and valid insights 
and knowledge. The constant thread of this project was to keep moving and thinking 
across an emerging web of connections rather than approaching the three sites 
(university, tango and dance improvisation) as disconnected silos. The emergence of 
an experiential framework for the somatic study of tango is the result of this work. 
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5. Explorations (Pt. One): Connecting with the Inner Tango 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The five movement explorations included in this chapter stepped out of the 
customary social framework of tango—the milonga—to enable and document a 
critical and reflective encounter with the felt sense of touch embedded in the form of 
the dance and inscribed on my body during nearly ten years of practice. To embody a 
different relation with tango through experiencing touch as kinesthetic listening, that 
is, through a felt sense of movement, I rediscovered the connection between the 
external manifestations of the dance and my internal impulses to move. To pursue 
this experiential shift from an outside to an inside perspective, each exploration 
placed my body as a site of inquiry in an unfamiliar—most of the times public—
space and situation where the traditional rules of engagement of tango practice do not 
apply. Then, by framing a particular kind of somatic experience, a kinesthetic process 
of listening was engaged to bring tension to the technical and cultural codifications of 
tango and to reveal the implicit assumptions and codes inscribed on my body as a 
tango dancer. Even if there were some instances of performing in the project, the 
focus was not on the performative but on the experiential and the somatic. 
 
Carrying out these explorations involved taking a few steps backward from the given 
idea of what dancing tango implies. In particular, I challenged the assumption that the 
intimate encounter with the dance partner and the experience of being watched 
dancing are the starting point of the practice, in order, instead, to explore them as the 
possible outcome of a complex, ongoing and uncertain negotiation. Besides the 
partner—as the living trigger of the encounter—I identified two other key elements 
of the traditional tango framework that could help guide the exploration: the physical 
landscape (in space and time and with particular energy qualities) and the form of the 
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improvised dance (intended as the embodied knowledge or accumulation of 
experience and insights). In trying to problematize the connecting mechanisms of 
tango and destabilize the equilibrium of its formal elements, I was often led to ask 
why it is so hard to feel as if one is dancing tango when the traditional conditions and 
assumptions of the practice do not apply. This process also involved problematizing 
and destabilizing my identity as tango dancer. In order to advance the inquiry, I had 
to find ways to challenge the entrenched images of my body and of my movements. 
This required engaging the body as both subject and object of the inquiry, only to 
realize that it is not possible to disentangle from my physical (personal and cultural) 
histories. My attention shifted to whether and how, through acts of improvisation, 
embodied habits and assumptions can be approached as enabling constraints for the 
purpose of investigation and discovery. To explore how touch works as a practice of 
kinesthetic listening, I began to map the traces left on my body by the experience of 
dancing tango. 
 
Traces of tango are approached in this chapter as the kinesthetic memories and 
images of touching and being touched (both physically and affectively) in a particular 
(tango) way (on kinesthetic memories and images, and on the other contents of 
improvisation, see De Spain, 2003). Along these lines, mapping traces is a process of 
connecting the experience of the outside world as codified by the form with the 
internal sensations of movement as felt by the soma. Drawing on Bardet’s and 
Ginot’s (2012) discussion on the uses of Feldenkrais’s somatic method of “awareness 
through movement” in dance (see also Feldenkrais, 1975, 1981, 1990, 2010), 
connecting with the inner tango is approached not as a process of replacing old habits 
with new ones but as one of experimenting with the variability of the felt sense of 
touch and movement in relation to one’s habits. The use of still and moving images 
throughout the chapter helps make visible what is happening inside the body. Visuals 
are used as tools to reflect on my habitual ways of looking, moving and feeling as 
well as to incorporate insights that might not otherwise be passed on to the reader 
with words. When attached to the text, short video excerpts are extracted from field 
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work documentation to help convey the point of the exploration. The audio is muted 
to focalize attention on the moving body.21 
 
The first exploration included in this chapter involves observing my body from the 
outside-in through a process of being photographed and responding to the photos by 
viewing and editing them. Drawing on Manning’s (2013) critical understanding of 
the body as “a processual field of relation” (p. 17), I problematize the perceived sense 
of fixity and unity of my body as a tango body to tease out some of the implicit 
assumptions of tango practice. 
 
The second exploration involves mapping both visually and textually the internal 
kinesthetic impulses to dance tango coded in my body during nearly ten years of 
practice. Drawing on Sheets-Johnstone’s (1999, 2016a) intercorporeal analysis of the 
“congruent dynamic” of motions and emotions, I engage a process of listening to this 
tactile-kinesthetic code and of describing the physical and affective qualities of 
sensing it embeds below the conscious level. 
 
The third exploration involves going through a long solo movement improvisation in 
the unfamiliar context of an art gallery while being watched and filmed. Drawing on 
Feldenkrais’s (1981, 1990, 2010) notion of self-image as a “body-image” 
underpinned by movement habits and on De Spain’s (2003) notion of 
“improvisational awareness” as a process of discovering something about self and 
world, I engage the traces of dancing tango by expressing, moment-by-moment, the 
sense of touch felt in the absence of a dance partner.  
 
The fourth exploration involves an impromptu movement improvisation in the 
context of a sidewalk located in an urban area. Drawing on Stern’s (1998) notion of 
“affect attunement” and on Manning’s (2013) discussion of affect as a collective and 
                                               
21 All photos and videos attached to the text refer to practices in which I have been involved with the 
role of the main inquirer. Links are provided in the relative sections to access videos online. Consent 
has been obtained from people featured in the documentation. Credit is given when photos and videos 
were taken by others. 
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transformative force, I engage the kinesthetic processes through which external 
sensory stimuli are transposed into internal states. 
 
Finally, the fifth exploration involves a duet improvisation in the context of a theatre 
performance. Taking into account Zubarik’s (2013) analysis of the role of the 
embrace in the experience of dancing tango and drawing on Ingold’s (2009) critique 
of theories of perception which prioritize mental representations, I investigate what 
happens in the intimate space between two tango dancers when the customary form 
of the embrace is not taken for granted. 
 
Exploration#1: Observing My Tango Body 
 
The goal of this exploration is to bring the body to the foreground as the subject and 
object of the inquiry. This involves engaging an outside-in observation of my self-
image through the processes of being photographed in the act of standing alone in a 
neutral pose, and of analyzing and editing the ensuing photos. 
 
The exploration engages the critical issue of how my felt sense of the body can be re-
encountered, documented and reflected upon outside the boundaries of the traditional 
social framework of the milonga. The task is engaged as a way to problematize the 
monolithic tendency to perceive my body as a dancing body, and my dancing body as 
tango body. In turn, this opens up a pathway to access the implicit assumptions 
which, by codifying tango as a dance, frame the internal experience of movement and 
the sense of touch felt in the dance. 
 
Drawing on Manning’s (2013) critique of the commonplace notion of the body as the 
self-certain starting point of experience—which she refers to as “a misnomer” (p. 
16)—and on her proposal to approach “a body” as “a node of relational process, not a 
form per se” (p. 19), I am led to question the perceived image of my tango body as a 
static entity separate from other bodies and the world. This involves challenging the 
meaning enclosed within the boundaries of such a given image. In particular, 
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Manning (2013) contends that the body is “what comes-to-be under specific and 
singular conditions” (p. 16)—a transitional process situated between the individual 
realm of fixed form and the preindividual force of becoming. Positioning the 
exploration in this space in-between does not involve denying the irrefutable 
“tangoness” of my body, but, rather, foregrounding a way to manifest bodily life as 
something else, as “more than the classification this singular constellation 
foregrounds” (p. 17). In this case, the singular constellation is the practice of tango as 
I perceive it.  
 
The Experiment 
 
I have vivid memories of the morning when I asked my wife to take a picture of my 
body posing in front of the internal red-brick wall of our garage. I was in a hurry; I 
needed to take my son to childcare and then make my way to the ballroom dance 
studio where I used to teach. It was a hot Australian summer day. Perhaps this is why 
I decided to pose in underwear. At that time, I had just started to engage physically 
with contemporary improvisational dance modes. Taking the picture was a way to 
begin tracking the external changes of my body. I decided to begin this process of 
observation in a neutral space, not in a milonga. I also decided to pose on my own, 
without a partner. I did not question how I would pose but rather tried to replicate the 
most immediate image of a non-dancing dancing body. I stepped in front of the wall. 
Then I checked a few photo samples taken by my wife and returned to the wall to 
have a few more photos taken until I was satisfied with the result. The entire process 
lasted for around ten minutes (see Image 1 below). 
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Image 1: My Tango Body (Source: author’s edit of photography series by Valentina Vitolo, 2017) 
 
The second phase of the experiment occurred throughout the week following the 
photo shoot. To destabilize the mental image of my dancing body formed through 
years of dancing almost exclusively tango, I started to place attention on different 
parts of the body and to play with ways of cropping, overlaying, color blending and 
collating the original photos. I decided to dissect the body represented in each of the 
four photos into five sections corresponding to the three lower joints (ankles, knees, 
hips), the center of the body (usually referred to as “core” in tango language) and the 
top parts of the body (including head, neck and shoulders). This playful process 
helped me resist the temptation to reduce the visual result to a representation of my 
own body and to associate it straight away with a body dancing tango. This opened 
up space for critical reflection (see Image 2 below). The outcome of the editing 
process was then printed in five slices and recomposed vertically as a poster 
exhibited at Deakin University’s 2017 Summer School. 
 
 
  
111 
 
Image 2: Dissecting My Tango Body (Source: author’s edit of photography series by Valentina Vitolo, 2017) 
 
What Was Felt 
 
To replicate the neutral shape of a body preparing to dance (walk) with a partner in 
an embrace, I put myself in a standing position with the feet close together pushing 
on the ground and the arms stretching out to form a circle in front of the chest. I 
straightened the back and pulled the shoulders down. I tried to soften the knees and 
looked straight ahead, aiming above the line of the horizon and imagining an energy 
moving upward and outward through the body. I faced the camera. Then I turned to 
the left and the right side and finally turned my back to the camera and asked that a 
photo be taken of each of these other perspectives. The process went fast. I felt I was 
directing the shoot more than I was being directed by it. It went too fast to feel an 
internal connection with the body. I could not grasp the content of my sensations, let 
alone of my feelings. As I was standing, trying to manifest a stable pose, I felt time 
was running away, that life was running ahead of me, and that I had to move in order 
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to catch up with it. I did not notice any particular sounds around me, or at least I am 
not aware of how this impacted on my experience.  
  
When viewing the photos on the screen of the camera on the following day, my first 
reaction was a sense of aesthetic dissatisfaction. The first comment was about 
posture. I noticed that my lower back is curving slightly towards the inside. Then I 
noticed that the necks of my feet are not stretched and that I am not pushing on the 
ground through the ball of the foot as I imagined myself to be doing. These were not 
somatic sensations but external judgments. Along the same lines, editing the photos 
did not unfold as a process of feeling into my own body as an external object. 
Observation ended up being a quite conceptual experiment. So, rather than referring 
to what was felt, I should refer to what was not felt. 
 
What Was Revealed 
 
The first revelation of taking a picture of my body and observing it as an object was 
the automatic association of myself with the image of a standing body physically 
connected with another body through the arms. I could have positioned myself upside 
down, bending, lying on the ground or doing any kind of movement. But I 
automatically chose what I considered to be a neutral pose by approximating what I 
would normally do when preparing to dance tango with a partner. In this sense, the 
four original photos taken during the shoot reflect not only the anatomy of my body 
but also a particular stance towards myself. Along these lines, the apparently neutral 
anatomical considerations I went through internally while posing revealed a 
particular mental image through which my body was being disciplined in terms of 
“the right body”. Looking at the original photographs was not a direct pathway into 
the relational process of influences through which such an image had been formed. 
However, this process did work, to some extent, as a tool for becoming more aware 
of my tendency to conform to how bodies are supposed to look in the context of the 
milonga.  
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The second revelation has to do with the vulnerability of the body and how this is 
associated with the pressure to conform. If I think of all the other photos of me as a 
tango dancer taken before the shoot in the backyard, the first difference that comes to 
mind has to do with clothing. In choosing what to wear as a tango dancer, I had never 
seriously questioned how wearing clothes of a particular type can function as an 
almost automatic response to a given set of social norms and aesthetic values. 
Undressing for the shoot revealed an alternative way to present my body that could 
be associated with a drive to develop a sense of detachment from mainstream tango 
norms and values. The question I am led to ask is how the body I see when viewing 
an objectified image of myself in the photos reflects the need for a safe and stable 
boundary and what the consequences of this reduction are in terms of the relationship 
with myself and others. As a way to engage this question, it is useful to refer to 
Manning’s (2013) discussion of the body as a relational process which involves an 
ongoing negotiation between the givenness of identity and the potential for change. 
Manning (2013) claims that we are always in our body and that our body is always in 
the world. Hence changing the perceived image of our body is an exercise which 
endangers both our sense of self and our place in the world. Perhaps this is why this 
change is so hard to attain. One has to shift the figure in the frame while the frame is 
shifting too. 
 
I will conclude this exploration by considering how editing the photos of my body to 
create a single image that collates different body sections triggered a reflection on the 
lived experience of movement. The decision to cut the photos at the level of the joints 
was driven by a notion of movement energy as flowing through the body through 
these nodal points. In all its simplicity, this decision opened up a new trajectory of 
inquiry. It was a first step towards dissociating the image of my body in the present 
moment from the idea of tango as a fixed form I had accumulated during several 
years of practice. The focus of attention was shifted from the form of movement as 
an outcome of how the body looks externally to the form of movement as an outcome 
of how the body feels internally. This shift will be discussed in more depth in the 
following exploration. 
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Exploration#2: Mapping the Internal Impulses to Tango 
 
The goal of this exploration is to connect with the kinesthetic memories of engaging 
my body in a tango dance while locating internal impulses on the external map of the 
skin. This involves combining a spontaneous process of kinesthetic listening with an 
attempt to visualize the specific part of the body where the impulse to move is felt, 
taking a photograph of that part, and writing down notes about the felt experience of 
that impulse.  
 
The exploration deals with the ways in which the felt experience of sensing touch 
accumulated in the practice of tango is codified internally and how the perception of 
body parts and movement is influenced in this process. The task is engaged as a way 
to re-enact this non-verbal code and to describe some of the spatial, temporal and 
energy qualities of sensing and moving it embeds below the conscious level. Drawing 
on Sheets-Johnstone’s (1999) phenomenological analysis of the relation between 
emotion and self-movement, I try to explore concretely how “dynamic kinetic forms 
are congruent with dynamic forms of feeling” (p. 269). In the same article, Sheets-
Johnstone refers to this process as a way to “bracket the natural attitude toward 
movement” (p. 267). Taking tango as an attitude naturalized in the improvised form 
and rules of engagement of the social dance practice, I ask what the qualities of this 
attitude are. This involves investigating the space between movement as the 
reproduction of a code and the felt sense of being “moved to move” in a particular 
way (Sheets-Johnstone, 1999). How can the “dynamic congruency” between motions 
and emotions become visible by tracing its hotspots visually as an inside-out 
topography of the body? 
 
The Experiment 
 
To explore the kinesthetic code of tango loaded in my body through social practice I 
began by going through habitual movement modalities and noticing the physical 
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impulses associated with them. For a couple of weeks, I gave myself the task of 
visualizing these impulses from the perspective of the tactile feeling of where they 
are located on the map of my body. Whenever a sensation that felt like a tango 
impulse would arise (at home, walking in the city, in the train, training in the dance 
studio, etc.), I would stop and take a close-up photograph of the specific part of the 
body where that impulse had been located. After taking the photo, I would engage a 
process of scribing the qualities of the moment of feeling the impulse from the 
inside-out. 
 
I began by experimenting with the eyes as the place where the invitation to dance 
with a partner is initiated and received in the traditional social framework of tango. I 
worked on the relation between looking at and out and being looked at and in. I also 
worked on the feeling of embracing and being embraced by testing how the arms and 
the hands can at the same time enfold and be enfolded by other arms and hands and 
by the space. Another kinesthetic memory I engaged was that of lurching as an act 
between standing and falling in which the desire to be close to and step towards 
someone is combined with the fear of falling in a process of prolonged suspension. I 
experimented also with the feeling of placing the foot on the ground and pouring 
weight into the ground while at the same time allowing for the opposite dynamic of 
releasing weight so that a movement forward can happen. This was associated with 
the act of suspending my head as a balloon in the air and of breathing so that the 
impulse to move forward can be combined with that of grounding. I took a picture of 
the eye, the hand, the foot and the head engaged in these sensations and then wrote 
down notes of what was felt. 
 
What Was Felt 
 
In my immediate writings I described what was felt by the part of the body engaged 
directly in the manifestation of the physical impulse. This process is outlined in what 
follows. Drawing on De Spain’s (2003) analysis of the content of the somatic 
experience of improvisation, the “I-ness” of improvising is described in terms of the 
  
116 
felt experience of a hand, an eye, a foot and a head in relation with the spatial 
environment. My attempt is to convey what was felt in the moment between the 
world inside and outside. Kinesthetic memories are conveyed mainly through 
“movement descriptors”, words describing “actions of information gathering and 
acknowledgment”, and through images associated with internal sensations (see De 
Spain, 2003, esp. pp. 28-31). These are mainly images of how a body part feels as 
movement or of how it is felt as movement. In what follows I associate the 
descriptions of what was felt to the photo of the body part where the impulse was 
located. In the case of hand and eye, the exploration includes two images and two 
texts—one involving an impulse of closing and the other of opening to the world. 
 
The Feeling of a Hand (1) 
 
A hand suspended in the air against 
gravity 
A hand trying to carve the air 
A hand living sculpture of a meeting 
point 
A hand preparing to be touched and to 
touch  
A hand preparing to be molded into 
another hand 
A hand preparing to receive tension 
A firm hand 
A hand trying to find softness 
A hand waiting to be moved to move 
A hand experimenting with closing 
and opening 
A hand ready to expand and contract 
A hand ready to reach towards and to 
be reached. 
 
Image 3: A Hand (1) (Source: author’s 
research journal, 2017) 
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A calibrating hand 
A hand out there 
A hand calling for a dance 
A hand I am alone with 
A hand I am sensing 
A hand as a subtle gesture 
A hand as an invitation 
A hand at the periphery of my sight 
A hand extending my center 
A directing hand 
A hand carrying my tensions 
A hand in between and at the cusp 
A hand given up 
A hand of which I am losing control 
A hand that speaks 
A hand that meets another hand 
A hand that finds a place out there 
A hand mapping the space 
A hand as a shape 
A hand as a soul 
A hand and the fingers 
The palm of a hand 
A living flower 
A dying flower 
A moment into another moment.  
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The Feeling of a Hand (2) 
 
A hand 
Cutting through  
Wrapping around 
Enveloping 
Enfolding  
Smearing  
Finding 
Staying 
Resting 
Waiting  
Seizing  
Holding. 
 
Image 4: A Hand (2) (Source: author’s research 
journal, 2017) 
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The Feeling of an Eye (1) 
 
An eye 
Scanning 
Outward 
Stretching 
Cutting 
Haunting 
Meeting 
Calculating 
Revealing. 
 
 
Image 5: An Eye (1) (Source: author’s research journal, 2017) 
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The Feeling of an Eye (2) 
 
An eye 
Naked 
Folded 
Haunted 
Resting 
Trusting 
Sensing 
Pulsing 
Seeing. 
 
 
Image 6: An Eye (2) (Source: author’s research journal, 2017) 
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The Feeling of a Foot 
 
 
Image 7: A Foot (Source: author’s research journal, 2017) 
 
A foot 
Exhaling the space 
Letting go 
Releasing the core 
Getting off balance. 
 
A foot 
As a tipping point 
Heart, chest, arms 
Upward 
Knees dropping 
Yielding, collapsing, falling 
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Leaning, adjusting, resisting 
Again, and again. 
 
A foot 
Testing the ground 
Inhaling the space  
Balancing weight 
Spreading the grip. 
 
A foot 
Surface-points-edges  
Torso, hips, legs 
Downward 
Knees pulsing 
Adjusting, breathing, grounding 
Holding the core  
The body standing. 
 
The Feeling of a Head 
 
A head  
Floating in the air 
Exhaling space 
Neck, mouth, spine 
Gravity 
Center 
Periphery. 
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Image 8: A Head (Source: author’s research journal, 2017) 
 
A head  
Breathing 
Dropping 
The core holding 
Watching 
Nowhere 
Everywhere. 
 
What Was Revealed 
 
In mapping the internal impulses to tango both visually and textually, this exploration 
reveals the relation between the world inside and outside the improviser, not as a 
binary but as a sensuous connection between body, movement and environment. In 
her phenomenological analysis of intercorporeal dynamics, Sheets-Johnstone (2016a) 
describes the tactile-kinesthetic nexus of motion and emotion as “a particular body-
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world relationship at any particular time and place” (p. 53). Along these lines, 
Sheets-Johnstone (2016a) argues that we “explore the world in movement” and we 
“learn the ways of the world in and through movement” (p. 53). This position helps 
to problematize the ways in which tango as a framework for experiencing touch and 
movement works as “an anchor point” for relating with others and the environment 
(Sheets-Johnstone, 2016a, p. 54). The exploration reveals how the felt sense of 
intercorporeity accumulated for several years in the customary practice of dancing 
tango both limits and enables my ability to connect with internal impulses and 
respond to external stimuli. Knowledge of the dance can become limiting when 
movement modalities and rules for engaging with other dancers and the space are 
taken for granted. Approaching tango as a somatic experience in a non-conventional 
setting shows how this internalized framework can also be accessed to activate the 
porous boundary between the inside and the outside world. 
 
The second revelation has to do with the specific sensuous qualities of my personal 
tango vocabulary emerging from this exploration. What was felt and mapped through 
the somatic experience of listening to my movement impulses was a longing for a 
very particular kind of encounter with the world. The mapping process unveils a 
desire to be touched by the world, to become one with the world. This longing for a 
shared, extended inner space does not hide the vulnerability of being an individual, of 
having boundaries and of needing a perspective in order to experience reality. The 
kinesthetic code of my inner tango combines memories, images and sensations that 
connect affectively with a longing for the unconditional, the absolute, and the 
infinite. One way to explore this trajectory is by drawing on the ancient Greek myth 
on the origin of love narrated by Aristophanes in Plato’s (2011) Symposium. Here 
eros is presented as a force that does not belong to anyone in particular but that 
touches all as mortal beings by dictating our reliance on and longing for the love of 
another in order to survive. Our condition of separateness is described as something 
we are forever doomed to work with—or, better, against. 
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The condition of radical openness and vulnerability that emerged during this 
exploration was a result of working on the cusp between the internal impulses to 
tango and the unfolding of movement into a recognizable form. This condition can 
also be approached by drawing on Irigaray’s (1992) philosophical investigation of 
eros as the working of elemental passions. Irigaray (1992) claims that “[s]eeing, 
hearing, speaking, breathing, living, all these wait to be made fecund by an innocent 
potency” (p. 8). According to Irigaray (1992), this potency has to do with the 
simultaneous activity and passivity of the experience of love as involving both loving 
and being loved. The relational force of eros is to be invoked patiently, not pursued 
instrumentally. This requires the courage to engage the fragility of the flesh and the 
finitude of the body in the encounter with another (Irigaray, 1992). In the above 
descriptions of what was felt during this exploration the felt sense of being moved to 
move is expressed as a celebration of the entanglements of the body with the 
reproductive energy of life. The sensuous vocabulary of tango emerging from the 
exploration speaks of haunting and being haunted, of folding and being folded, of 
sculpting and being sculpted, of testing and being tested. There is a constant presence 
of two energies, of two poles. The body is both giving and receiving, doing and not 
doing. Dwelling in the space between the activity and the passivity of feeling—as a 
hand, an eye, a foot and a head—is a way to experience a gap between what is loaded 
on the body as form and what is sensed by the body as content. This possibility will 
be pursued further in the next exploration. 
 
Exploration#3: Moving the Inner Tango 
 
The goal of this exploration is to destabilize the self-image of my body dancing tango 
by challenging the certainties of the form in a process of solo movement 
improvisation. The improvisation was conducted in an art gallery and was filmed by 
a video artist. The link to a short excerpt of the footage of the afternoon session is 
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provided below as evidence of the process and as reference for the discussion which 
follows.22  
 
Video 1: Moving the Inner Tango (Source: footage and edit by Anne Wilson, 2017) 
Link: http://dro.deakin.edu.au/eserv/DU:30135544/rufo-reengagingtouch01-2020.mp4 
 
The exploration raises the question of whether and how the tactile-kinesthetic 
experience of the body can be relearned, in order to access, document and reflect on 
the dance of tango in different ways. There are two interconnected critical aspects in 
this question. The first has to do with the movement impulses that are activated 
unintentionally through the form of the dance. The second has to do with the fear of 
having no form that is faced outside the traditional social framework of tango 
practice and that is linked, in particular, to the absence of a dance partner. How can a 
relational movement modality be explored in a solo improvisation? How can the 
different elements of listening, sensing and moving be strung together without 
relying on a conscious framework? 
 
Drawing on Feldenkrais’ (1981) analysis of the sense of touch, I approach kinesthetic 
listening to sensory stimuli as an experience “closer to our unconscious, 
subconscious, or autonomous functioning than to any of our conscious 
understanding” (p. 3). Along the same lines, Feldenkrais (2010) argues that the ways 
in which we move our body depend on the self-image we have made for ourselves in 
a long period of learning according to the circumstances of our environment. In 
particular, claims Feldenkrais (2010), our self-image is a body-image which emerges 
from the consolidated spatial and temporal relationship between our bodily parts and 
from our feelings and thoughts about how we move as an integrated whole. Changing 
one’s behavior requires changing this image. However, according to Feldenkrais 
(2010), we tend to identify with this behavior as if we were born with it rather than 
approaching it a habit that has been acquired. 
                                               
22 Date video was shot: 13 July 2017. Place video was shot: Geelong, The Project Space Art Gallery. 
Length of video: 59 sec. 
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In this exploration, following De Spain’s (2003) analysis of dance improvisation as 
an experience of somatic awareness, moving the inner tango is approached as a 
process aimed at destabilizing the implicitly assumed equilibrium between the image 
of my body and the habits of my movement as tango dancer. De Spain (2003) 
suggests that the process of dance improvisation and the knowledge that can be 
extrapolated from it rely on the unfolding of “improvisational awareness” in the 
process of moving (p. 28). The challenge, as a tango dancer who has newly 
approached the practice of improvisation, is to notice and sustain gaps in my 
consolidated body-image. In fact, while potentially revealing something unexpected, 
improvisational awareness works with the archives of movement memories stored in 
the body.  
 
The Experiment 
 
In this exploration I experimented with moving on my own for extended and 
continuous periods of time, in the unfamiliar environment of an art gallery, without 
music, and while being watched and filmed. The process involved also choosing the 
space for the improvisation in the context of the gallery. This decision was framed by 
the simultaneous presence in the gallery of the works produced also by other doctoral 
students for a collective exhibition. The other constraint was the need to find a space 
that could inspire my movements while providing enough containment to go through 
an intimate process of sensing and feeling. 
 
Exploring the feeling of dancing tango through movement improvisation outside the 
traditional framework of the practice required shifting the focus from dancing to 
kinesthetic listening. This involved listening to the cues emerging mainly from 
breathing and touching. In improvising without a partner, this triggered a process of 
connecting with the material elements of the world outside, and particularly with the 
floor and with the walls. Such physical contact occurred through various parts of the 
body (e.g., feet, hands, arms, head and back). I imagined that the walls and the floor 
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could be my partners and that they could hold and channel the physical and affective 
tension of an exchange with my movement impulses. In the absence of a human 
partner, these elements provided the perceptual reference points for engaging a 
tactile-kinesthetic process of sensing and feeling the stimuli of what was around me. 
 
What Was Felt 
 
What was felt during this exploration falls into two main areas. On the one hand, I 
felt the difficulty and vulnerability involved in the attempt to unveil through 
movement the relation with my impulses while being watched. On the other, I felt a 
resistance to let go of the codes embedded in the dance form of tango—codes which I 
had previously experienced as a reference point to support a state of creative 
expression and relational intimacy with the world. 
 
It was quite destabilizing to be left alone with myself in an unfamiliar space and have 
to dig deeper into my movement impulses to find the traces of my inner tango. 
Dancing in the corner formed by a fixed and a moving wall provided a kind of shelter 
to face the sense of alienation derived from the cold environment of the gallery. I 
exposed my body to the multiple and confusing sensory inputs of the gallery space. I 
tested the space around me. I felt the need to take my shoes and my clothes off to 
make the situation more intimate. I felt a resistance to the passing of time. I felt I had 
too much time. I felt I did not know what to do with time. I resisted being still and 
doing nothing. I felt the need to touch the walls, to push against them and roll on 
them. I felt the need to touch the floor, to fall on it, to push against it, to find energy 
in it. Being watched and filmed by the video artist was confronting. But it also 
increased the stakes of the work by evoking the familiar and intimate feeling of being 
witnessed in a tango dance. 
 
Throughout the improvisation I felt the temptation to replicate the movement forms 
of tango and to tap into the imageries accumulated through years of practice. I kept 
asking the internal question of how I was to connect with the kinesthetic sensations 
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and feelings of what I was doing while suspending the habitual framing of my 
movements. The difficulty in letting go of my body-image was manifested 
particularly through the continuous reliance on the arms as the channel to connect 
with the external world—as if I was to embrace it. I also kept relying on the hands as 
the conduit through which to express relationality through tactile gestures—both 
touching parts of my body and things outside. I often felt the impulse to fall on the 
floor or on the walls while at the same time resisting completing the fall. These were 
moments when I could let go of the frame of the arms as the known (tango) way to 
orient my movements in space. Attempting to fall was also a way to test the habitual 
manifestation of the relation with my core—the area around the thoracic 
diaphragm—as a bipedal form of standing, walking and pivoting. I engaged a shy 
battle with an unconscious resistance to gravity. The process felt unusual and 
sometimes awkward. I did not mean to win the battle but felt that awkwardness could 
open new pathways in my ways of moving.  
 
What Was Revealed 
 
Trying to connect with my inner tango while improvising without a partner and being 
watched from a close distance revealed how difficult it is to disjoint the kinesthetic 
memories of dancing a particular form from the external images of how the body 
looks when doing so. However, the absence of the well-known key external reference 
points (the partner, the music and the dance-floor) pushed me to engage different 
areas of my sensibility that the conscious mind struggles to relate with. This process 
revealed a connection between improvisational awareness, described by De Spain 
(2003) as a way of listening to the present moment, and what Polish theatre director 
Jerzy Grotowski (1973) describes as “disarming one’s self”. Grotowski (1973) 
writes: 
 
For years one works and wants to know more, to acquire more skill, but in the 
end one has to reject it all and not learn but unlearn, not to know how to do, 
but how not to do, and always face doing; to risk total defeat; not a defeat in 
the eyes of others, which is less important, but the defeat of a missed gift, an 
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unsuccessful meeting with someone, that is to say an unsuccessful meeting 
with oneself. (p. 118, emphasis added) 
 
Drawing on Grotowski’s (1973) idea of “disarming the self”, this exploration can be 
seen as a way to test on my skin the difficulty of “unlearning” and the resistance to 
“risking total defeat” so that one can access the “gift” of a deeper encounter. 
Improvisation as a way to let go of the automatic drives to replicate the known 
moving paths was perceived as a stressful, daring and even dangerous act. However, 
putting internal impulses at stake by withstanding emotional difficulties activated 
new possibilities to engage the assumptions about my body-image which are not 
easily grasped by the conscious mind. The lesson learned from not denying the 
tension between longing for form and listening to sensations is that I cannot step into 
the research process with some new bodily practice (in this case dance improvisation) 
unless the physical history of my (tango) body is acknowledged. This exploration 
shows also how the traces left in my body by dancing tango have to do with an 
impulse to connect movement with the external world. This is the specific topic of 
the next exploration. 
 
Exploration#4: Connecting with Movement Outside 
 
In this exploration I engage a process of kinesthetic listening in a public space to try 
to intercept some of the invisible signals of the exchange between internal impulses 
and external sensory stimuli, an exchange that takes place under the radar of the 
conscious mind. The focus is on how external sensory inputs influence my internal 
states moment-by-moment and on how the connection between inside and outside is 
expressed through movement improvisation. This is a way to bring to the surface the 
physical history of my tango without approaching movement consciously as a tango 
dance. The improvisation was conducted on a sidewalk in a situation where there is 
movement around me—mainly the walking of pedestrians—but no one is 
consciously involved in the improvisational process with me. The process was filmed 
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with my phone placed on the ground. The link to a short excerpt of the footage is 
provided below.23 
 
Video 2: Connecting with Movement Outside (Source: author’s footage and edit, 2017) 
Link: http://dro.deakin.edu.au/eserv/DU:30135544/rufo-reengagingtouch02-2020.mp4 
 
By bringing to the foreground the relation between inside and outside movement, the 
exploration opens up the question of what is perceived across the body-world 
boundary and how the perception of physical sensations is connected with the 
emergence of affective states. Engaging a movement improvisation on a sidewalk, 
without a partner, allowed me to focus kinesthetic listening on how the movement 
impulses of other bodies touch me by travelling through space as vibrations of 
energy. In turn, experiencing the body as porous and vulnerable to external sensory 
stimuli opens a channel to investigate the feelings connected with kinesthetic 
sensations. How is the boundary between inside and outside activated and how does 
space as an impersonal context become a space for sharing inner experience non-
verbally? 
 
The exploration of the connection between movement inside and outside is 
approached with reference to Stern’s (1998) notion of “affect attunement”. 
Attunement is described by Stern (1998) as a process of making comprehensible the 
“transposition of feelings from one to another” (p. 157). This process does not 
involve the identification with a discrete affective state (such as joy and sadness) felt 
by another. It does not involve the exact imitation of the other person’s behavior 
either. Rather, according to Stern (1998), attunement is a more subtle type of 
behavior which expresses the quality of something being felt as affectively shared “in 
the organic processes of being alive” (p. 156). Stern (1998) investigates the realm of 
the “intersubjective” in the sense of what happens between two human subjects, and 
in particular between mother and child. In this exploration, the felt sense of 
                                               
23 Date video was shot: 30 June 2017. Place video was shot: Geelong, sidewalk. Length of video: 56 
sec. 
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connectedness is approached more extensively as something that occurs between the 
soma and the world. I am referring to behavior in terms of my external movements as 
they emerge from the experience of listening to my body and to the bodies of the 
pedestrians walking across the sidewalk. The focus of the exploration is on letting 
these movements inform what is felt while improvising, rather than on which 
intentions are being shared between me and the pedestrians. Stern’s (1998) 
theoretical framework is helpful for framing this kinesthetic process of listening as a 
process of noticing how feeling states unfold moment by moment without having to 
rely exclusively on the customary framework of the tango duet. 
 
The Experiment 
 
As I was walking on a sidewalk from the university to the train station on a cold 
Australian winter day, I noticed my image reflected in the window of a building. That 
reference point triggered a more focused perception of city sounds and of the 
movement of the few other people walking along. I slowed down and had the 
impression that the spatial environment was offering an interesting container to frame 
an impromptu experiment. I stopped and put my phone on the concrete, leaning on 
my backpack, to record my immediate responses to the situation. I intuitively decided 
to do one simple thing: to find a pole to lean on and begin a process of kinesthetic 
listening involving little movement through space. The experiment involved recasting 
through movement the sensory inputs received from the outside and trying to feel the 
connection between my physical responses to the environment and my emerging 
affective responses to the situation of being watched. I tried to connect my 
movements with the movements of pedestrians without interacting with them. 
Whatever the sensory inputs I noticed (e.g., images and sounds), I tried to stay 
focused on the physical vibrations that were reaching me from the outside and that 
were reaching out of me from the inside.  
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What Was Felt 
 
I began the exploration by connecting with the internal rhythm of my breath and with 
the hard surface of the concrete ground as it was touched by my feet through the 
rubber soles of my shoes. It felt quite hard to avoid getting distracted by external 
inputs—especially sounds and images. To keep the focus, I started to place bodily 
attention on the relation between my body weight, the ground and the pole I was 
leaning on. Seeing the image of my body reflected in the window a few meters away 
helped to orient my body in space and time. I began shifting body weight 
intentionally from the left to the right leg while alternating moments of putting 
pressure on the pole with moments of releasing pressure. I found the metallic quality 
of the pole quite hard and insensible to my bodily presence. The pole did not seem to 
be responsive to my offers. However, its presence ended up being of central 
importance for the exploration. Playing with the pole made the points of physical 
contact or the absence of physical contact with the world more tangible and 
accessible to a richer kind of perception. Moreover, the pole held not only my weight 
but also the emotional tension of my attempt to make something personal out of a 
very impersonal situation.  
 
In facing the challenge of moving in connection with the outside world without an 
agreed frame for engaging with the other people walking by, it felt natural for me to 
cling onto the movement modalities of the tango duet. Clinging to form was a way to 
both perceive what I was doing as more comprehensible and to facilitate the flowing 
of kinesthetic energy through the body. In good tango fashion, I shifted my moving 
attention to the core—the area around the diaphragm and the heart and between the 
belly and sternum—and started to push my feet on the ground to pivot and change the 
orientation of my body in space. I also began to play with the possibility of feeling a 
shared center of mass and gravity between my body and the pole by pushing and 
pulling, holding and releasing. This work of body-pole connection happened through 
my hands and arms extended forward at the level of the chest as well as through my 
legs and feet extending away from the center and back. In trying to focus the dance 
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on these particular tactile-kinesthetic aspects, I felt that the space between the inside 
movements of my body and the outside movements of the world was becoming more 
perceptually porous. 
 
What Was Revealed 
 
Focusing the exploration of kinesthetic listening on the distance between my inner 
experience and the movement of the world outside created a space to reflect on how 
the felt sense of being touched by another tango dancer is situated in terms of a 
bigger relational field. The feeling of improvising movement on my own on a 
sidewalk—where people normally just walk—was destabilizing. I did not know how 
to consciously comprehend a situation where, apparently, attunement was being 
sought only from one side (myself). How can I attune to the world if the world is not 
willing to attune to me? This question reveals the potential limitation of conceiving 
kinesthetic listening on the basis of a model of relationality which positions affect as 
an internal property of the “I”, to be shared with another “I”, on the basis of the 
assumption that we are feeling something very similar. 
 
Drawing on Manning’s (2013) analysis of how the dance of tango can help us rethink 
the idea of the body in relational terms, it is possible to rethink the process of 
attunement and to reposition the nexus between physical sensations and affective 
experience in terms of the radical openness and otherness of the world. Manning 
(2013) argues that feeling is the “propulsor to experience, always in the realm of the 
impersonal” (p. 20) and that affect “is itself a force of attunement” (p. 27), a 
generative force that does not lie inside the body but is, rather, the process through 
which the body is attuned to the outside. This exploration extends Manning’s (2013) 
approach to tango as a social dance by focusing on the more open-ended experience 
of improvised movement within the enabling constraints of the tango duet. This 
trajectory of inquiry helps to reveal the limitations of an understanding of connection 
which attaches affect to a form already taken by the body, in this case the form of 
tango movements. Connecting with the inner tango requires engaging with the 
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infiniteness of the outside, of what cannot be contained by the form—of the body and 
of the dance. Approaching the space between human bodies with this perspective on 
the inner tango can open new and interesting trajectories of inquiry. This will be the 
topic of the next exploration. 
 
Exploration#5: Testing the Space Between Us 
 
The goal of the fifth and last exploration included in this chapter is to destabilize the 
traditional form of the tango embrace as a way to test the physical and affective 
boundaries between two bodies in terms of feeling into the other person’s movement 
impulse. The exploration involves a duet movement improvisation conducted in the 
context of a theatre performance. The witnessing format of the theatre event 
introduces an element of discontinuity with respect to the previous explorations of 
this chapter whose focus is on the documentation of personal practice. Working 
towards a witnessed performance was an opportunity to include more explicitly my 
experience of and my relation with the traditional form of the tango dance in the 
process of inquiry. In particular, this involved an opportunity to work with another 
tango dancer outside the customary setting of the milonga. In this sense, this 
exploration prepares the terrain for the second phase of the field work which will be 
documented and discussed in the next chapter. The link to a short excerpt of the 
footage is provided below as evidence and reference for the following discussion.24 
 
Video 3: Testing the Space Between Us (Source: author’s edit of footage by Zee 
Chaudary, 2019) 
Link: http://dro.deakin.edu.au/eserv/DU:30135544/rufo-reengagingtouch03-2020.mp4 
The exploration problematizes the commonly held assumption that the dance of tango 
is premised on the intention or desire of two partners to merge as much as possible. It 
                                               
24 Date video was shot: 13 November 2016. Place video was shot: La Mama Theatre, Melbourne. 
Length of video 47 sec. 
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is expected that this confluence will ensue in an emotionally charged physical 
encounter in which something very personal is at stake. Rather than taking the idea of 
partnership as the fusion of movement impulses as a starting point, I engage the 
process through which the possibility of being in a state of feeling together emerges 
in the proximal space between dancers as an experience of sensing touch with and 
without physical contact.  
 
I consider the sense of touch as the main medium between the tango partners and I 
approach the close space of emotional tension between them as a process and 
outcome of listening to each other’s proprioception. This approach resonates with 
Zubarik’s (2013) study of kinesthetic empathy in tango. Zubarik (2013) argues that 
exploring the intimate space between tango dancers involves foregrounding the 
dynamics of the dance as emerging out of “feeling into the impulse of a movement” 
rather than “a mere imitation of the partner’s movement itself” (p. 276, emphasis in 
original). This leads to challenging the assumption that it is possible “to distinguish 
the proprioception of one constituent of the movement relationship from the other” 
(Zubarik, 2013, p. 275). In her empirical study, Zubarik (2013) investigates the tango 
dancers’ “perception, transmission, and processing of feelings” (p. 279) by 
comparing and contrasting their experience of the customary tango embrace across 
the spectrum between the very close embrace (in which the upper bodies lean against 
each other) and the open embrace (where the torso is free of touch and only arms and 
the hands are in direct contact). In this exploration I propose the alternative trajectory 
of testing the space between partners not only as a space outside their body but also 
as the possibility of playing with the perception of what a tango embrace could be 
and thus of not arriving at something that can be neatly codified as a tango embrace. 
 
The Experiment 
 
Exploring the kinesthetic process of feeling into the dance partner’s movement 
impulse involved experimenting with the perception of being on the edges of the 
form of a tango embrace. To avoid reproducing conventions, the task of the 
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exploration was set explicitly for both dancers as a spatial-relational process of 
moving towards embracing each other without ever reaching a specific form. This 
involved a first phase of attuning one’s movements to the other person’s movements 
of the arms while keeping the core of the body and the feet still. Once a sense of 
attunement was accomplished on both parts, the two dancers would agree non-
verbally to walk in opposite directions while trying to keep the arms and the core 
still. This second phase involved inverting the usual tango dynamics of the male 
dancer walking forward and the female walking backward. 
 
What Was Felt 
 
During the duet improvisation my kinesthetic sensations were concentrated in five 
areas of the body: the core (just above the anterior internal area of the thoracic 
diaphragm, where the heart is located), the arms, the hands, the feet and the eyes. 
When standing still in front of my partner, the search for attunement involved mainly 
trying to connect the movements of my arms and hands with the sensations of my 
partner’s impulses that were being passed into my body through physical contact at 
the level of the core. In this phase, I felt a sense of relative freedom of movement in 
the arms and the hands. When we began walking together, however, this turned into a 
feeling of being dependent on the movements of my partner. The focus of kinesthetic 
listening shifted to the feet, to body weight, the density of movements and the 
reliance on the ground to propel the steps across space. The feeling of moving with 
the other began to involve more clearly a sense of resisting the invasion of my space 
so that we could keep moving together by maintaining a physical and emotional 
tension. 
 
What Was Revealed 
 
The attempt to intensify the kinesthetic perception of the space between my body and 
my partner’s body without reproducing a specific style of tango embrace resulted in a 
meditative experience of listening and non-action. Placing the focus on the disruption 
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of formal expectations and roles revealed the possibility of investigating the sensing 
of touch in tango as an improvisational process, i.e., without imposing on the body 
the traditional form of the dance. The exploration provided the experiential 
conditions for challenging the supremacy of the dance form as the prescribed object, 
to be perceived over the perceptual experience of the dancer. This insight can be 
further elaborated with reference to Ingold’s (2009) anthropological understanding of 
the perception of the environment. Ingold (2009) challenges the widespread 
assumptions that all actions rely on mental representations and that the relation with 
the outside world is a relation with objective conditions which precede and are 
independent from the experience of perception. According to Ingold (2009), to 
perceive is to participate in a fluid world of relations across the interface between 
inside and outside. These “sets of relations” emerge through the ongoing and mutual 
alignment between the sense of perceiving and the qualities of what is perceived 
(Ingold, 2019, p. 154). Ingold’s conceptual framework is useful for articulating how 
the experience of kinesthetic listening involves engaging a fluid relation with the 
movements of the dance partner as well as with one’s mental image of the tango 
embrace. The space in-between emerges in this exploration not only as a physical 
space between two bodies, but also as a space between inside and outside in which 
the intimate presence of the other challenges the expected feeling and external 
manifestation of the encounter. Kinesthetic listening reveals the porosity of the 
embrace while making it accessible both as content of the experience of dancing 
together and as medium for sensing touch in improvisation. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Each of the five explorations included in this chapter investigates from a different 
angle and in a different space and situation how my physical memories of dancing 
tango in the context of the milonga influence the somatic experience of movement 
and touch. Connecting with the inner tango is a process of inquiry which involves 
challenging my self-image as a body-image entrenched below the level of 
consciousness. This requires destabilizing the equilibrium of the elements of the 
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form only to realize that it is not possible to disentangle the body from its physical 
and emotional histories. The question that emerges is, rather, whether and how 
embodied habits and assumptions can be deferred for the purpose of investigation 
and discovery. Improvisational awareness is foregrounded as a method to pursue 
this goal. Traces of tango emerge as particular modes of kinesthetic listening 
which prioritize the relation of the body with the outside world and the connection 
between physical sensations and internal states. The five explorations show how, 
in order to investigate this connection further, it is necessary to develop a 
framework for sensing touch in shared improvisation. This leads to the second part 
of the field work included in Chapter Six. 
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6. Explorations (Pt. Two): Connecting with Other Dancers 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In this chapter the focus and trajectory of the inquiry into the sensory experience of 
touch in the dance of tango is turned from the outside-in to the inside-out. The 
connection with the inner tango—explored in the previous chapter by bringing 
improvisational awareness to bear on the physical and imaginal traces left on my 
body by the traditional framework of the dance—is the starting point from which 
to investigate how the experience of kinesthetic listening is shared with other 
dancers. This was explored through a group movement improvisation lab 
conducted in the studio during a period of nearly a year and a half. The five 
movement explorations included in this chapter draw on the extensive field notes 
collected during the studio lab. The fifth exploration includes also a video 
documentation of the studio practice. The limited use of visuals in this chapter is 
linked with the decision to reduce to a minimum the use of technology during the 
studio sessions. This helped to establish the level of trust and intimacy among the 
participants needed to pursue an inside-out process of inquiry. Personal journal 
entries are used as an alternative tool to document the process of reflection-
through-practice I engaged during this phase of the field work.  
 
The practices and discourses of contemporary dance improvisation and contact 
improvisation were brought to bear directly on this second part of the field work 
through the use of specific methods and tools of movement inquiry. Drawing on 
Goldman (2010), the relation between the duet form of tango and the practice of 
dance improvisation was interpreted as a tension between freedom and constraint. 
The customary framework of the tango duet (movement patterns and techniques and 
roles and rules of engagement) was re-encountered as a set of enabling constraints 
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which end up framing a particular somatic experience of movement improvisation. 
Along these lines, the act of improvising was approached by working on the 
threshold between recognizable external forms and internal sensations and feelings of 
movement. 
 
During over fifty sessions of the studio lab, the participants were asked to explore the 
experience of kinesthetic listening by focusing on the felt sense of being connected to 
one’s body, to another body and to space—how it emerges, what are its qualities, 
how it is sustained, etc. This required finding ways to suspend some of the shared 
implicit assumptions of the tango framework. In particular, the lab involved 
suspending the fixed, gender-based lead-and-follow roles, the traditional reliance on 
steps and the use of tango music. The physical deferral of tango habits was a 
challenging and sometimes frustrating pursuit. Extending and deepening the 
spectrum of tactile-kinesthetic perceptions beyond the confines of memories and 
images of tango dancing required an extra capacity to notice and respond to the 
unexpected nuances of the exchange with other dancers. To facilitate this process, 
movement tasks were not strictly defined in terms of actions to be performed, and 
their timing was partially left open-ended to suit the different needs of the 
participants. In fact, while some participants were not used to an open-ended 
improvisational approach, others had no prior experience of the tango duet. Working 
on stillness as a space for discovery was key to sustaining this process of inquiry. 
 
The studio lab explorations followed two overlapping trajectories. We either 
started from the structure of the tango duet and tried to release the habitual 
movement patterns (e.g., engage the duet without the embrace or without knowing 
who is leading or following). Or we started from a non-structured movement 
improvisation and engaged the enabling constraints of the tango duet (e.g., asking 
two dancers to keep facing each other and contacting each other’s chest). The 
choice of one or the other trajectory depended mainly on the changing composition 
of the group of the participants. While the majority of the sessions involved tango 
dancers, most of whom had little or no previous experience of dance 
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improvisation, several sessions were run only with dance improvisers. The five 
explorations included in this chapter account for different combinations of 
participants, in order to make different points about the complexity I experienced 
as a tango dancer engaging contemporary and contact dance improvisation modes. 
 
The general structure of the studio lab sessions was developed by drawing on 
Olivia Millard’s contemporary dance improvisation practice (Millard, 2012, 2015). 
The lab involved three activities: moving alone and with others, watching others 
moving, and sharing verbally what was felt during the experience of moving. 
While it is customary dance practice to speak about movement experience after a 
group session, the methodology of this study was not contingent on documenting 
these conversations in my reflective writing. I used my somatic sensations as the 
key point of data generation. However, as an aspect of participant observation, this 
chapter includes some episodes when noticing what was said by the participants 
led to a particular reflection about the practice. The inquiry was structured as a 
combination of three types of explorations happening in succession: solo warm-up, 
touch-based duet tasks, and improvised dance. The first two explorations included 
in this chapter describe, document and discuss my somatic experience of the solo 
warm-up task of the studio lab. The third and the fourth are based on the 
experience of the touch-based movement tasks. The fifth exploration presents and 
elaborates on the acts of engaging in an improvised dance with participants. Each 
exploration brings together the material collected during several studio sessions to 
discuss a particular angle of the topic of kinesthetic listening in tango. 
 
To frame lab sessions and tasks as somatic experiences, I also drew on the system 
of inquiry of “awareness through movement” developed by Feldenkrais (1975, 
1981, 1990, 2010) specifically for group practice. The method developed by 
Feldenkrais worked at the meta-level of a key guideline to approach and sustain 
the studio lab as an investigation in which all participants (including myself) are 
invited to tune into their body and notice the effects of going through the 
experience of movement as something which has a fundamental value in itself. 
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Following Bardet and Ginot (2012), this involves three main aspects: setting in 
place the exploration from the subjective point of view of the participant; 
sustaining the participant’s experience of the present moment; and encouraging the 
perception of small differences. In particular, participants were invited to notice 
and test the boundaries between the voluntary and involuntary and the active and 
passive experience of movement (Bardet & Ginot, 2012). As the main inquirer, 
however, I did not guide the experience of other participants through continuous 
and explicit instructions, and from a detached position based on previous training 
and knowledge, as is typical of “awareness through movement” sessions (see 
Bardet & Ginot, 2012). Rather, I offered a general framework and a description of 
each task and put forward a series of enabling constraints to be tested together with 
the participants—e.g., “finding today’s dancing body”, or “standing in front of 
each other and focusing on pouring weight into and out of the ground”, or 
“focusing on giving or receiving touch”.  
 
The specific contents and the ways in which the partner-work was carried out 
during the studio lab—especially during touch-based duet tasks—were influenced 
by the practice and discourse of contact improvisation (Paxton, 1975, 1977, 1986, 
1987, 2003; Cohen Bull, 1997; Stark-Smith, 2003; Koteen & Stark-Smith, 2008; 
Litte, 2014, 2018). In particular, this involved experimenting with subtle processes 
of giving and receiving touch, weight and pressure and working on how the 
sensibility and responsiveness to the partner’s movement impulses facilitates the 
unfolding of an open-ended dynamic of movement improvisation.  
 
The first exploration included in this chapter engages the sustained experience of 
listening to the tactile encounter of the body with the ground as a way to notice the 
internal kinesthetic space and to sense its connection with the external spatial 
environment. I will introduce the notion of “gravitational scanning” developed by 
Feldenkrais (Bardet & Ginot, 2012) and I will refer to Cohen Bull’s (1997) analysis 
of sensing the ground in contact improvisation. The idea that the experience of 
dancing tango begins with the couple (two bodies standing in front of each other, 
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willing to dance together, focusing on touch) will be problematized by addressing the 
basic work of connection with body and space engaged by the dancer to become 
ready for sharing movement. The discussion of the studio work will consider the 
experience of “body-states” described in Fournier et al.’s (2014) account of the 
process of fusing tango and contact improvisation. 
 
The second exploration engages kinesthetic listening in the process of transitioning 
from connecting with one’s body and with space to connecting with others through 
space and skin. I will draw on Barad’s (2007, 2012, 2015) notion of entanglement as 
a way to ask how the body is already part of the world in which it moves. I will build 
on Little’s (2014, 2018) study of attention training in contact improvisation as a way 
of becoming aware of entanglements by feeling into another person’s attention. I will 
question the assumption that the shared space between tango dancers is confined to 
the felt sense of their physical contact through skin. This involves investigating the 
more extended tactile influences occurring through space before the dancers engage 
intentionally with one another. 
 
The third exploration engages the process of sensing the giving and receiving of 
touch in duet improvisation by focusing kinesthetic listening on following the other 
person’s movement impulses. I will draw on Paxton’s (1977) notion of the “small 
dance” and on Pegorer’s (2013, 2014b) application of this notion to the analysis of 
the interchanges between tango and contact improvisation. I will challenge the 
conventional modalities of touching and being touched in the dance of tango and the 
implicit assumption that the sense of touch should be felt through the framework of 
fixed roles of leading and following and through the embodiment of fixed movement 
patterns. 
 
The fourth exploration investigates how the sense of touch felt in duet movement 
improvisation is altered by defining and fixing in advance the roles of giving and 
receiving. I will draw on Foster’s (2008) notion of “movement’s contagion” with 
particular reference to her analysis of how the kinesthetic sense of the motions of 
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another body in contact improvisation works as a potential conduit to new ways of 
sensing and orienting one’s self in the world. Through the lens of this continuous 
process of transmission of kinesthetic sensations and feelings, I will challenge the 
idea of the tango dancer’s separate sense of body as the source and the boundary of 
listening, to tease out how the felt sense of giving and receiving touch overlap in the 
act of improvising. 
 
The fifth and last exploration of this chapter engages the sensations and feelings of 
sharing an inner and outer kinesthetic space felt by the dancers, while improvising 
through the enabling constraints of the tango duet. I will draw on Manning’s (2013) 
notion of “milieu” as a space between the dancers which is not separate from their 
bodies and which manifests the working of affect. I will refer also to Irigaray’s 
(1992) philosophical analysis of eros as an encounter which does not reduce the two 
halves to the whole. I will problematize the image of tango as relying on an implicit 
agreement between partners to approach the dance as an ongoing negotiation between 
different voices. This negotiation involves both offering and surrendering one’s 
impulses to the shared moment. 
 
Exploration #1: Connecting with Ground, Listening to Bodies 
 
Each of the studio lab sessions began by sharing thoughts with participants about the 
general aims of the research project. The lab was presented as an investigation of 
how, by engaging a process of movement improvisation, a somatic experience can be 
felt through the enabling constraints of the tango duet dance. This process, in turn, 
brings tension to tango’s conventional movement modalities and roles. A shared 
understanding of this trajectory was required through verbal exchanges with 
participants, because most of them were coming from either the experience of social 
tango or of dance improvisation and had never explicitly combined the two 
movement frameworks before. The conversation about the project at the beginning of 
each session was always followed by a warm-up. Although the lab also involved 
sessions with contemporary and contact dance improvisers, in this first exploration I 
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focus on my warm-up experience with tango dancers. In fact, since the traditional 
social framework of dancing tango in the milonga does not contemplate a warm-up, 
there were some interesting tensions emerging from the inquiry.  
 
As with the other tasks carried out in the lab, I did not begin by providing other 
dancers with a detailed description of what was expected of them during the warm-
up. The structure and understanding of the process—what it is about, how long it 
goes for, how it is ended—kept changing to suit both the needs of the participants 
and those of the inquiry. I began the experience of the lab by proposing a fifteen-
minute individual task of preparing the body for the movement session. However, it 
did not take long to realize that our bodies needed more time to settle in the space of 
the dance studio and to connect with physical sensations. In a few months the task 
turned into a thirty-minute process. Along similar lines, while during the first period 
we used to play music, this was soon perceived as a potential distraction from the 
proposed focus on sensing movement from the inside-out. Gradually, the warm-up 
task was more clearly and simply framed as a way to find out what the body needs, to 
gather something in one’s self to be offered in the exchange with others and to bring 
about a focused space for the exploration where dancers can follow their curiosity 
and dive into a personal investigation while working as a group. 
 
Framing the experience of the warm-up as an opportunity to concentrate on the body 
experientially without having to think about form, was a way to explore the critical 
aspect of having to take the partner out of the equation of movement. How is the 
conventional understanding that “it takes two to tango” to be reconciled with an 
approach of sharing the space without having to do what others are doing, without 
having to dance, without trying to express our tango? This leads to the question of 
whether tango begins and ends with the dancing couple. Arguably, when taking this 
assumption for granted, it can become harder to work on the somatic connection with 
one’s internal kinesthetic processes and on the interconnectedness with other bodies 
and the outside world in general. 
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This exploration problematizes the understanding of tango as starting with two 
people standing facing each other, with the intention of dancing together, focusing 
on touch, rather than as a particular manifestation of this kind of relationality. 
Inverting the starting point of the dance with its end point leads to problematizing 
the assumption that the process of connection starts with a conscious self, separate 
from others and the environment; a disconnected inside opening up and moving 
towards the outside (the partner and the space). In fact, approaching tango by 
taking the couple for granted may be compared with approaching the body in 
isolation from the world. In this exploration this critical point is investigated by 
focusing on the dancer’s tactile relation with the ground as a way to tune-in to 
kinesthetic sensations and feelings. Connecting with the ground is explored not 
only as a way to initiate a dialogue with our own body, but also to feel the 
connection or disconnection with others and the space. 
 
The exploration draws on three main sources: the notion of “gravitational scanning” 
proposed typically at the beginning of “awareness through movement” group 
sessions by Feldenkrais practitioners (Bardet & Ginot, 2012); Cohen Bull’s (1997) 
analysis of the connection between sensing touch, body and ground in contact 
improvisation; and Fournier et al.’s (2014) study of the fusion of tango practice with 
contact improvisation (also known as contact-tango improvisation). Bardet and Ginot 
(2012) describe “gravitational scanning” as a practice which begins with lying on 
one’s back and observing one’s pelvis resting on the floor and which develops into 
noticing which parts of the body are or are not touching the ground and how much 
tension is felt in the different areas of contact. Although these instructions were not 
explicitly integrated in the warm-up task of the studio lab, and although I have not 
tried to implicitly integrate them in my experience of the task, I have often found 
myself lying on the ground and listening to the tensions and subtle adjustments of my 
back as a sort of default beginning. Engaging with Bardet’s and Ginot’s (2012) 
discussion of the disruptive epistemological potential of this practice allows me to 
reflect on how this basic kind of sensory introspection, by promoting an attitude of 
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perceptual alertness, can set in place an experience of discovery from the subjective 
point of view of each participant. 
 
According to Cohen Bull (1997), contact improvisation involves connecting with 
one’s own sensations of movement and stillness, and of weight and pressure, by 
focusing on the contact with ground and space. This kinesthetic work sets up an 
engagement with haptic perception whereby sensibility and responsiveness to internal 
impulses and external inputs are heightened. In describing the process through which 
dancers are initiated into the practice, Cohen Bull (1997) maintains that students are 
often invited to begin by lying on the floor with the eyes closed and by focusing on 
feeling their skin across the whole body. Excluding sight is used as a way to bring 
focus to kinesthetic experience. The shifting relation with one’s body and the world 
is sustained and clarified by way of sensing, feeling and noticing what happens when 
simple movements are investigated for long periods of time. In this somatic process 
of listening, dancers are invited to suspend mental representations of body shapes to 
experience the movement patterns emerging in the improvisation (Cohen Bull, 1997). 
 
The goal of this exploration is to investigate the resistances and possibilities 
experienced by a tango dancer when resting on the ground and listening to the needs 
of the body, before engaging movement across space and interaction with other 
dancers. Fournier et al. (2014) include these processes in their discussion of what is 
involved in the fusion of tango and contact improvisation. In particular, they refer to 
the need to “fine-tune somatic perceptions” and to the particular “body-states” which 
emerge from “becoming aware of the relation between internal (kinesthetic) space 
and external space (the environment)” (Fournier et al., 2014, p. 2, my translation 
from French original). The accent is placed on the internal perception of the different 
somatic processes through which the dancer identifies and expresses the force of 
movement into form. 
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The Experiment 
 
The experience of the warm-up task on which this exploration is based involved 
experimenting with the dynamic unfolding of perceptual listening to somatic 
processes such as breath and touch. The aim was to connect with the body and with 
the space of the dance studio. During this part of the lab practice, participants were 
invited to not work directly on connecting with others. My experience of body 
connection involved mainly experimenting with the relation between movement 
impulses, breath (inhaling and exhaling) and energy (yielding and resisting). 
Connecting with space involved focusing on the relation between my somatic 
processes and the perceived qualities of the studio (e.g., the height, depth and 
volume of the building, the walls, the air, the floor, etc.) and sensing how my body 
is affected by these qualities while also affecting them at the same time. During the 
warm-up the presence of other dancers was approached as an aspect of my relation 
with body and space. This was a very open-ended process. In working through the 
sense of movement, I had to face the limitations of my tango dance vocabulary: 
mainly walking and standing still. This involved engaging other simple movements 
such as running, falling, rolling, crawling and leaping. The key strategy to get in 
touch with my kinesthetic sensations and feelings was to work on the connection 
with the floor and with the energy of the ground, which is encountered by touching 
and being touched by the floor. This process was facilitated by moving without 
shoes, barefoot, or with socks on. 
 
In exploring the connection with the ground, I experimented with lying down to 
find stillness. I rested while engaging very small, almost imperceptible movements 
to activate the flow of breath across the spine and through the limbs. This required 
surrendering the verticality of the tango stance and allowed me to yield muscular 
tensions. The second key shift in the process of body connection was discovering 
how, by closing the eyes, it is possible to activate the perception of an internal 
space as the feeling of movement from inside the body. Moreover, as while lying 
down the pull of gravity is much weaker than while standing, keeping this position 
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for an extended period of time allowed me to focus on the micro exchanges of 
energy with the ground. The third key moment of the experiment was trying to 
expand the internal space to connect with the movement outside, by listening to the 
physical vibrations also touching the body through hearing (voice and sound). 
Shifting from sensing with the eyes closed to sensing with the eyes opened (and 
vice versa) and turning the focus from one sense to the other (touch, hearing and 
sight) was a way to amplify the perception of the continuum between movement 
inside and outside. 
 
What Was Felt 
 
In accounting for what was felt in the somatic experience of the warm-up, I am 
confronted straight away with having to draw the fine line between my intentional 
acts and the unintentional experience felt by my living body in-the-moment of 
moving. When the exploration itself is about feeling the kinesthetic sensation of 
movement from the inside, as in this case, how am I to differentiate experimenting 
from feeling? And how am I to express what was felt without translating it 
automatically into an intentional act and a conscious understanding? I have chosen 
three criteria to select and organize the material drawn from the field notes written 
during or soon after the lab sessions. First, I will focus on parts of the field notes 
which help bring tension to the consolidated body-image of myself as a tango dancer 
and to the kinesthetic framework of the tango duet. Second, I will select the accounts 
of kinesthetic listening which deal directly with what has an impact on me from the 
outside, or what is moving me from the inside, beyond my capacity or willingness to 
consciously process and control the stimuli. Third, I will privilege contents that help 
reflect on the emotional processes associated with physical sensations. These three 
guidelines will be followed also in the other four explorations included in this 
chapter. 
 
I have chosen three series of excerpts from the field notes which address the 
experience of different body-states involved in connecting with ground and listening 
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to bodies. Each of them is anticipated by a brief note. The next section will discuss 
what was revealed in these moments. The first group of excerpts account for the 
obstacles encountered in trying to engage my kinesthetic sensations from the inside-
out and how the process of movement improvisation helped bring these obstacles to 
the surface of somatic attention: 
 
Do I start the warm-up by waiting for my impulses, as they come today? Can 
I even choose to start or not to start from the inner life? How do I allow this 
inner sense of being alive to become movement? (Research journal, lab 
session #15, 8 October 2017) 
 
I am not trying to consciously isolate my breath from my movements. I am 
trying to move to let my breath become available to my sensations. (Research 
journal, lab session #15, 8 October 2017) 
 
I am not trying to domesticate my body. I am after the wilderness that has 
become lost in my body. (Research journal, lab session #15, 8 October 2017) 
 
The second group of excerpts address what is being noticed when I am listening to 
the internal experience of movement: 
 
I don’t have to follow a sequence of movements. I can follow my needs. What 
my body needs in this moment. What it needs in the next moment. What do I 
notice as I do so? I have finally reconnected to my peripheral vision! Now I 
am a body dancing in a space. How distant is my body from the other side of 
the studio? How wide, long, high is this space? I also notice the floor my legs 
and my back are lying on. The floor met by my weight has a sound. The floor 
becomes part of my sphere of attention. It participates in having a perception 
of my body moving in space. (Research journal, lab session #3, 16 July 2017)  
 
I start moving by rolling on the ground. I start breathing in and expanding my 
limbs. Then I try to find a place and a moment of softening. I try to allow my 
body to fold, to fall back from where the energy came from. I work to find an 
inner logic, an inner form that can speak to the outside world, not to make 
movement into something but to let movement show me what it can become. I 
investigate breath in movement, on the floor. I roll on my back. I jump 
forward and fold my legs under the pelvis. I am moving because I want to feel 
alive, I want to feel the life streaming through my body like water. (Research 
journal, lab session #12, 17 September 2017) 
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As I lie down my fingers are moving, my head is moving. Everything feels 
thicker, slower as I observe the movement of my body. (Research journal, lab 
session #3, 16 July 2017)  
 
What is that empty, still, white space in my body that becomes alive when I 
open the eyes and find myself having a certain expression? When I walk or 
jump or crawl, what is it that I am living? Only the experiment of walking or 
jumping or crawling and of noticing what that is? What is the drama of all 
this? (Research journal, lab session #16, 15 October 2017) 
 
The third and last group of excerpts from the field notes describe the feeling of being 
touched from external sensory inputs and how this experience alters my sensation of 
moving and being alive: 
 
It feels like navigating in an ocean of sensations. When I close my eyes the 
sensory inputs from others are coming towards me as vibrations through the 
earth. I can hear the other body there, present in stillness and movement. I 
hear it through my feet and my body on the floor. Sensory inputs are also 
coming to me through sound waves. I sense. I hear. I feel. Waves, vibrations, 
sensations. (Research journal, lab session #36, 23 February 2018)  
 
In a sudden moment I notice someone yawning to my right, less than ten 
meters away from me. I can feel his yawn. I yawn too. (Research journal, lab 
session #15, 8 October 2017) 
 
What Was Revealed 
 
The exploration reveals how the experience of connecting with the ground and 
closing the eyes and focusing on what the body needs in-the-moment generates a 
space for becoming aware of the qualities of the relation between internal and 
external movement. This work has a meditative dimension and is characterized by the 
central presence of yielding body-states, which, in turn, involve an elongated relation 
with time and a lighter relation with weight. Moreover, engaging the solo warm-up 
task, lab after lab, over a long period of time, offered the conditions to experiment 
with shifting perception across the layers of tactile-kinesthetic, auditory-kinesthetic 
and visual-kinesthetic sensations. The intertwinement of these layers was discovered 
as a manifestation of the porosity of the skin. Indeed, auditory and visual inputs 
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sensed while lying down and focusing on touching and being touched by the floor 
were perceived as tactile stimuli travelling as vibrations through air towards and 
away from my body. 
 
The second revelation has to do with how shifting from an outside-in to an inside-out 
lens of inquiry has contributed to challenging my approach to the physical and 
imaginal traces left on my body by dancing tango in the traditional setting of the 
milonga. While in the first period of the studio lab the warm-up was approached as a 
way to find and express the inner tango, by deferring habitual movement patterns and 
images, this turned out be a task about bodily aliveness, sensibility and 
responsiveness to internal and external stimuli. Letting go of the conscious attempt to 
destabilize tango habits required giving myself the time and the space to just notice 
the unfolding of the present needs of my body before starting to do any specific work 
on my (tango) body. In turn, this allowed me to defuse the tendency to express 
particular movements and feelings and to engage straight away with other dancers. 
The feedback offered by a participant after a warm-up session was particularly useful 
to reflect on how the presence of other bodies in space can sustain the unfolding of a 
somatic process of awareness which precedes the interaction with these bodies. As 
recorded in my research journal (23 February 2018), the participant remarked how 
the simple awareness of another person working in the space gave her a sense of 
direction and a perceptual perimeter that seemed to allow her internal work to go 
deeper. As a way of resisting jumping immediately into dancing, the warm-up task 
brought to the surface how somatic awareness can silently inform an understanding 
of how the body works in tango without having to bring direct attention to the 
constructs of the dance. As a living process, the soma is available to multiple 
associations. 
 
Exploration #2: Feeling Entanglements through Space and Skin 
 
The task of the studio lab described and discussed in this exploration emerged as 
the spontaneous continuation of the solo process of warm-up presented in the 
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previous section. As with the first exploration, the second exploration refers 
specifically to the experience of the lab sessions in which tango dancers were 
involved. During these sessions I worked with participants who already had a 
tactile experience of engaging partner-work through the specific movement 
patterns and rules of engagement of social tango dancing. The goal of the 
exploration was to investigate how a tango dancer can approach the tactile process 
of connecting with other bodies—with and without direct physical contact—as a 
kinesthetic process of discovery which is integrated organically with the process of 
sensing the connection with one’s body and with space. 
 
The task would begin as an invitation to start noticing the movement of other bodies 
in space while maintaining the focus of somatic attention on the qualities of one’s 
internal movement sensations and of the external space. This process would often 
occur while I was still lying on the ground with the eyes closed. Then I would invite 
participants to start connecting with other bodies without eye-contact. This was often 
articulated as a process of minding the gaps between one’s body and other bodies 
without having to react to the changes occurring in these gaps but rather trying to just 
be in the gaps and follow one’s impulses as they emerge by moving through them. 
The question explored at this stage was: how do the gaps touch you through physical 
vibrations travelling through space before you even get to skin contact? 
 
The second phase of the task involved working on the kinesthetic connection with 
other bodies through physical contact. Participants were invited to let the gaps 
between bodies become a direct skin-to-skin contact. Tactile connection could 
involve two or three persons or a larger group. One could touch or be touched, or 
both. The task involved feeling the contact and then letting go of it by trying to do as 
little as possible. The goal was to give and receive touch without holding on to any 
particular sensation while allowing one’s movement to become something else. I 
facilitated this process by giving options to participants, such as “touch and stay”, 
“touch and fall”, “touch and walk”, “touch and run”, etc. 
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The third and last phase of the task involved exploring the possibility of indulging a 
bit more in the tactile exchange emerging with a specific partner or a group of 
partners in a particular area of the space. Participants were invited to let touch evolve 
within the same formation without having to move on into a new connection straight 
away. My strategy was to stay in the exchange until I felt I was getting entangled 
with others. Then I would let go and start the process again. During the first period of 
the lab, I purposefully avoided determining in advance how long this process would 
go for. Finding an end was a subtle process of non-verbal negotiation with other 
participants. I then decided to run the task for thirty minutes and to set an alarm clock 
so that I would not have to think about the “right” conclusion. This span of time was 
usually enough to prepare for the experience of touch-based partner work which 
would then follow (see the next exploration). 
 
This exploration problematizes the assumption, implicit in the traditional 
framework of tango practice, that a dance begins with the intentional touch 
between the partners. In the previous exploration, this critical issue was 
approached in terms of one’s individual connection with body and space within the 
context of a shared improvisational practice. In this exploration, the question of 
getting the body ready for moving together with others is addressed specifically as 
a kinesthetic process of listening to the larger tactile exchange with other bodies 
that is going on below the conscious level, and that continues also when direct 
physical contact with specific dancers occurs. The investigative focus is on the 
perceptual experience of connecting with the complex, unfolding fabrics of 
sensory inputs and impulses which underpin the intentional act of improvising with 
a partner. 
 
Exploring haptic perception by focusing on the space between bodies implies 
challenging the givenness of spatial and skin boundaries, in order to explore 
movement as an experience of affecting and being affected by these boundaries as 
they are constantly being formed and transformed. Drawing on Barad’s (2007, 
2012, 2015) investigation of the potential philosophical implications of quantum 
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fields theory, the sensed space underlying the apparent perceptual void between 
separate moving bodies is approached here as a kinesthetic experience of feeling 
the entanglements of matter through space and skin. 
 
Barad (2015) argues that the history of physics can be seen as a struggle to 
understand what touch entails in terms, for example, of how particles sense one 
another (e.g., through direct contact, air, the action of distant forces, etc.), what is 
entailed by energy exchange and how changes in motion are produced. While, 
maintains Barad (2015), in classical physics, particles, void and fields are three 
separate elements, quantum field theory explores how these three elements are 
internally connected within one another. From the perspective of this new 
paradigm of inseparability of particle and void, matter “cannot help touching 
itself” (Barad, 2015, p. 158, emphasis in original). Along these lines, in addressing 
the fundamental consequences of this paradigm-shift on human experience and 
human understandings of the world, Barad (2007) contends that “agencies are only 
distinct in relation to their mutual entanglement; they don’t exist as individual 
elements” (p. 33). As to how to approach the study of the complex nature of 
entanglements, Barad (2012) claims that her method “does not start with a set of 
given or fixed differences, but rather makes inquiries into how differences are 
made and remade, stabilized and destabilized” (p. 77). 
 
From the point of view of this exploration, and of this research project more broadly, 
the question is how the somatic experience of shared improvisational movement 
outside the boundaries of traditional tango practice can help us to become more 
sensible and responsive to the felt entanglements with one another and with space. 
The research conducted by dancer and dance teacher Nita Little (2014, 2018) on the 
practice of active sensing in contact improvisation as a form of “attentional training” 
is a helpful resource to address this question. Little (2018) maintains that 
“embodiment cannot start and stop at the flesh” (p. 87), and that to feel someone’s 
attention inside their own body is a tactile aspect of entanglement which engages the 
“malleability of our perception” (p. 84) by making tangible the permeability of our 
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inside-outside experience of the environment. Building on Little’s (2018) notion of 
embodied entanglement, this exploration investigates the emergence of the 
improvisational space as a tactile space of exchange between dancers by 
experimenting with ways of noticing how the environment acts on the internal 
sensations of movement. 
 
The Experiment 
 
The second part of the warm-up accounted for in this exploration involved 
experimenting with ways to expand the internally sensed space of movement to 
connect kinesthetically with the movement of the other bodies in space. The focus 
was on the feeling of being ready or not-ready to move with others in terms of 
when and how the meeting of bodies would occur. One challenge was to engage 
generously the shared space of the improvisation without relying on a direct 
intention to engage with anyone in particular, at any particular moment. Another 
related challenge was to approach spatial or skin-based tactile exchanges without a 
preconceived idea of what would be felt and how movement would unfold. 
 
The experiment began by paying somatic attention to the movements of the other 
bodies without seeking physical contact. I refrained from using the eyes as a well-
known mechanism to establish human connections, and experimented with 
watching what was happening outside, without focusing on anything in particular. 
This strategy allowed me to encompass as much space as possible. The focus was 
shifted to the passive qualities of attention, that is, to how the body is feeling 
influenced by sensing movement inputs rather than on how the “I” is trying to 
influence other people’s movements. Exploring how my movement was being 
influenced by others involved listening to the ways in which the body processes 
external stimuli unintentionally. I tried to resist the temptation to react to the 
environment without connecting with my own movement impulses. I was faced 
with questions such as: do I have an idea of what the others are doing? Is the 
energy of the others higher or lower than mine? When I feel an impulse, do I want 
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to go there? The work involved also trying to let go of frames of attention to allow 
room for just being there. When a connection was felt, I allowed myself to let it go. 
 
In exploring skin-based touch, the main element of experimentation was trying to let 
go of preconceived ideas of how touch should look and what it should feel like, so 
that it might be possible to explore what touch could also look and feel like in the felt 
experience of movement. No specific constraints or physical parameters were given 
in advance to narrow the scope of the improvisation. There was no set agreement 
between participants about which parts of the body should touch or be touched, or 
how much pressure or weight should be exerted, or what techniques should be 
applied for turning energy into movement through touch, etc. Along the same lines, 
there was no expectation of what kind of relationality should be associated with 
touch, e.g., mirroring or imitating the other person’s movement, or resisting doing so. 
The task was about letting go of the intention to influence the other person and to 
strip touch back to simple presencing, witnessing and feeling the uncertainty of not 
knowing where shared movement would go. Repeating the task over and over again 
for several months led me to identify a main trajectory for the inquiry: how do I feel 
your touch from the outside of my skin and how do I feel it from the inside of my 
skin?  
 
What Was Felt 
 
The warm-up task was followed by a group feedback session in which participants 
were invited to share verbally what was felt in terms of connecting internally with 
their body, with space and with others. This moment involved also a short break 
during which there was time to write down notes about my own experience. After 
each session I would go back to these notes to reflect and elaborate my thinking. In 
this section, I will present and analyze a few excerpts from the research journal with 
the aim to clarify the qualities of the work on connecting kinesthetically with other 
dancers along the continuum between spatial touch and skin touch. This will also be a 
way to address the experience of entanglements in terms of both the kinesthetic 
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sensations and feelings associated with them.  
 
Engaging the feeling of being entangled with other bodies, before an intentional act 
to move together was manifested, involved engaging the qualities of the space in-
between in an attempt to expand the internal space of my movement. This process 
required surrendering the clarity and coherence of vision: 
 
I can recall the experience of witnessing my own body trying to reach out 
towards the space. The perception of the height of the ceiling, of the distance 
between our bodies and of the entirety of the room. Somehow that perception 
felt less tridimensional as I let a blurred view of the whole body doing all this 
replace the focused view of the eyes putting together external inputs in a 
coherent vision. (Research journal, lab session #12, 17 September 2017) 
 
Trying to expand the internal space of my movement to encompass the movement of 
others involved noticing the subtle dynamics of what was going on outside. I had the 
recurrent sensation of watching a scene in a movie of which I could become a part, 
while not knowing whether and when this would happen: 
 
Three bodies lying on the edges of the room. Resting their backs on the walls. 
Distant from me. One body with the legs stretched towards the wall and the 
arms extended in my direction. I don’t know whether he is extending the arms 
towards me on purpose. I find my way towards him. Four bodies dancing as a 
creature with many centers, with many voices. With lots of arms and hands 
and heads and tails. It’s me and them. (Research journal, lab session #12, 17 
September 2017) 
 
The warm-up task was set up as a process of shifting gradually and spontaneously 
from an individual focus to a tactile exchange without having defined in advance 
what sharing would imply and when it would happen. This involved a sense of 
uncertainty about other people’s responses to the situation. I often felt the exploration 
was out of my control. This provoked in me a sense of tension and impatience: 
 
I sensed more stillness that I expected in the warm up of the other dancers. I 
was expecting them to start connecting with me and each other. But I noticed 
they were still in their world. I can recall an image of the three of them lying 
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down on the floor with the back to the wall. Their legs stretched, their back 
and arms soft, folded. They were doing little or no movement. They seemed to 
be there, to just be there. I felt I was the one who was impatient to make the 
duet begin, the contact happen, the touch occur. But nothing. Nothing was 
happening. And I experienced some frustration. Impatience was eating me 
from the inside. In some moments it felt excruciating. Such a long time 
waiting for something to happen. (Research journal, lab session #12, 17 
September 2017) 
 
It could take up to forty minutes for the first skin touch between us to occur during 
the warm-up. Crossing the perceptual boundary between a potential and an actual 
physical contact involved suspending the urge to touch and trying to be in the space 
of potentiality until something was manifested without direct intention. This occurred 
as a process of kinesthetic fine-tuning to the subtle cues of my partner’s movements: 
 
I try to get closer to one dancer who is lying on the ground. I don’t touch him 
on purpose. I just acknowledge in myself what he is doing. I crawl across his 
extended arms. Without trying to touch him. I feel he is moving his finger as if 
searching for a connection. I don’t decide to go to the finger. I let the process 
work a little bit more. He swings his arm as I am moving backward. Here is 
the first physical contact of today’s session. It becomes touch, or perhaps 
being touched, or both. (Research journal, lab session #12, 17 September 
2017) 
 
Once the outside space between bodies starts to be felt as an inside space, the silent 
transmission of impulses can be perceived as a dimension of one’s experience of 
movement. The space of separation becomes a space of proximity: 
  
I am listening to touch at the level of my feet and then I feel my arm is in 
contact with another body. I follow a stream of energy taking me down to the 
floor. Then I feel no physical contact. Something happens again. An 
attraction? A repulsion? A response to an input? I bend my body to the side, I 
am down on my knees, now I am lifting my body up. And no movement is ever 
complete. I keep feeling the inputs of this creature coming in from different 
sides. (Research journal, lab session #12, 17 September 2017) 
 
Touch can be approached as a process of moving from separation to proximity. 
However, in trying to connect with others while staying connected with my internal 
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movement, I was faced with the challenge of losing the wider perspective on outer 
space. Separation and proximity emerged as two aspects of a porous perception:  
 
We get up together. We are now apart. I am waiting for another exchange, I 
can sense a person behind me and I am in relation with someone in front of 
me. I am trying to let what is behind me affect my dance as I witness what is 
happening in front of me. There is a scramble of arms and legs, and of points 
of contact. It feels unexpected. It could be anything. It could be dance. It 
could be life. (Research journal, lab session #12, 17 September 2017) 
 
I will conclude this account of what was felt during the field work by considering the 
kinesthetic consequences of engaging a tactile process of connection with other 
bodies. What was felt as a quality of the exchange with another did not disappear 
from my internal sense of movement once that particular moment of the shared 
improvisation was over: 
 
I felt a sensation of warmth. And I kept feeling it after the dance was over, 
after the touch was over. I didn’t feel her as another human being but as 
energy, as heat, I kept feeling the heat after the dance was over. (Research 
journal, lab session #15, 8 October 2017) 
 
This sense of carrying the qualities of a fading exchange within the internal space of 
movement involved also feeling a shift in our perception of the space between us. 
The lived experience of our connectedness had left kinesthetic traces outside also: 
 
I could still feel that connection as we were walking away from each other, 
something was still present after touch was over. We were like chewing gum 
spreading in two opposite directions. (Research journal, lab session #15, 8 
October 2017) 
 
What Was Revealed 
 
This exploration involved working with other tango dancers towards the 
kinesthetic experience of a tactile connection in a shared movement exchange 
without relying on the traditional movement patterns, techniques, roles and rules of 
engagement of the tango duet. The work revealed how the felt sense of someone 
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else’s presence in a shared space can provide an alternative framework for 
exploring kinesthetic listening. In the absence of a shared agreement about what 
would emerge in place of what we normally do when we connect with another 
body dancing tango, time and uncertainty emerged as central issues of the 
exploration. Will a connection between us emerge? How long will it take for this 
to happen? What will it look like? How long will it last?  
 
The exploration revealed that feeling a kinesthetic sense of connectedness with others 
requires a prolonged and sustained engagement with one’s own internal sense of 
movement and space. Connectedness requires also trying to suspend conscious 
choices about the qualities of partnering so that the presence and movement of others 
can be felt kinesthetically in the experience of shared improvisation. A comment 
made by a participant during a feedback session was useful to clarify this process. As 
recorded in my research journal (24 February 2018), the participant described how, in 
her experience, the work was not about committing to a specific form of dancing but, 
rather, to what is felt by another dancer. While insinuating in someone else’s personal 
space, she added, one is still not committing to a specific movement modality. It 
could become tango, but it could also become contact improvisation or another 
improvisational dance mode. In particular, the experience of moving on the threshold 
of form emerged as a process of noticing and becoming porous and permeable to the 
evolving qualities of other people’s movement by focusing on the sense of touch. 
Building on Barad’s (2007, 2012, 2015) neomaterialist philosophical framework and 
on Little’s (2014, 2018) account of her contact improvisation practice, this can be 
understood as a process of feeling the tactile entanglements with other dancers. When 
there is no physical contact between the dancers, the focus of kinesthetic listening is 
placed on the air flowing between and through moving bodies. An important 
distinction was sensed between noticing movement happening in space and engaging 
with it. This leads to the question of whether the experience of sharing one’s internal 
movement space relies on a conscious choice to engage with a specific movement 
framework, even when the expectations of when and how that sharing should occur 
are resisted. This question will be engaged in the next exploration. 
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Exploration #3: Giving and Receiving Touch – A Small Duet Dance 
 
This exploration is based on the second task of the group movement improvisation 
lab run in the dance studio as part of the research field work. The task took different 
names during over one year of practice, ranging from “partner-work”, to “exchange-
work”, “duet-work” and “touch-work”. This reflected the shifting emphasis of the 
inquiry. What stayed constant in this evolutionary process was the basic structure and 
the main goal of the work. The exercise involves two people standing in front of each 
other at a close distance and engaging a process of movement improvisation aimed to 
develop kinesthetic awareness of the felt sense of giving and receiving touch by 
listening deeply and following the other person’s movement impulses. The other 
constant is the absence of fixed lead-and-follow roles. 
 
During the first phase of the lab, which involved tango dancers only, the exploration 
began from what we knew about the form of the tango duet. We tried to deconstruct 
the basic elements of walking together in opposite directions. Two dancers would 
stand facing each other. We would extend the arms towards each other and place the 
hands on each other’s forearms. Alternatively, the hands would be placed on each 
other’s chest. We would then walk across the studio focusing on the transmission of 
movement impulses through the arms into the partner’s body. One person would 
initiate a movement and the other would follow for a short while. Then the roles 
would change. The investigative focus was on connecting the touch one gives with 
the felt sense of the touch one receives. In this preliminary phase, the breakthrough 
happened when we realized how the felt sense of touch was altered by the qualities of 
the movement energy, or force transmitted between partners. While at the beginning 
the dynamic of force had been mainly that of resisting the other person’s touch (force 
against force), we gradually started to alternate moments of resisting with moments 
of yielding (force with force). This changed substantially my understanding of the 
potentialities of the exploration. 
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When the opportunity arose to invite contemporary and contact improvisers to take 
part in the lab, I was faced with the challenging situation of having to explain the 
kinesthetic dynamics of the tango walk on which I had previously worked with tango 
dancers—and which I had practiced for many years dancing in the context of the 
milonga. This circumstance helped me realize that what I had approached as the 
unintentional mechanisms of giving, receiving and merging impulses between 
partners were, in fact, underpinned by implicit assumptions about the conscious form 
of the duet, which I had learned to take for granted. In fact, these mechanisms did not 
automatically work for the non-tango dancers. Rather than turning the lab into a class 
on tango skills, I took the opportunity to shift the inquiry in a different direction. I 
started to engage the more open-ended framework of movement improvisation. This 
involved, first of all, taking away the constraint of walking together and suspending 
the use of music during the task. 
 
The physical parameters used to approach the task of giving and receiving touch in 
the studio lab changed depending on the type of dance experience of participants and 
on the evolving needs of the inquiry. In the simplest (or most complex, depending on 
the point of view) version, the only parameter for the improvisation was touching. 
The other variations were based on three main types of constraints. The first was the 
part of the body touching and being touched. The second was the type of pressure 
and the amount of body weight involved in the touch. Greater amounts of pressure 
and weight being shared were associated with higher levels of interdependence in the 
movements of the partners. This constraint had also to do with whether sharing 
weight would involve also moving with a common center of gravity. The third 
constraint for the improvisation involved the eyes being open or closed. During the 
first stage of the field work the roles of giving and receiving were not fixed in 
advance. 
 
This exploration engages the critical question of what else tango could be if we do 
not start with a fixed idea of tango movements, roles and rules, but by listening 
kinesthetically to the movement impulses of the other dancer. Rather than starting 
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with the assumption that the two partners will feel into and respond to each other’s 
impulse through and according to the form of the dance, the exploration begins with 
two bodies trying to follow each other and move together by transmitting impulses 
through the medium of touch. This leads to the question of how far the form can be 
bent until it breaks and what kinesthetic reference points can be discovered if we 
resist the temptation to apply what we know about the dance. The relation between 
stillness and movement emerged as a key variable in this inquiry. 
 
The exploration draws on Pegorer’s (2013, 2014b) experiential inquiry of the 
interchange between the practices of tango and contact improvisation, and 
particularly on her application of Paxton’s (1977) method of the “small dance” in 
contact improvisation to the tango duet. Pegorer (2014b) claims that the practice of 
“dynamic, authentic stillness” which characterized Paxton’s exercise of the small 
dance is not central enough, either in tango or in contact improvisation (n.p.). 
Engaging the tango duet as a small dance involves an experience of “co-creation” 
which requires suspending the separation of lead-and-follow roles and “letting go 
completely and just follow[ing] the stimuli of the partner” (Pegorer, 2014b). The 
experience of stillness is approached by Pegorer (2014b) within the traditional 
physical parameters of the close tango embrace. Her somatic framework also 
involves the dancers moving with a shared axis. Within this framework, the small 
duet dance involves “noticing the smallest movement in the torso by the breath, the 
subtle adjusting of weight on one leg of the partner and your own, the give and take 
of that very precarious balance” (Pegorer, 2014b, n.p.). The challenge for this 
exploration is to experiment with the giving and receiving of touch as a “small duet 
dance” while not confining the idea of what the duet will look and feel like to the 
traditional boundaries of the tango framework. In particular, the studio work involved 
experimenting with different ways of connecting with the partner’s arms and hands 
outside the sphere of the customary styles of the tango embrace. 
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The Experiment 
 
The exploration of the “small duet dance” would usually last for around an hour and 
would involve various turns and different combinations of partners depending on the 
number of participants and the unfolding of the work. While there was no indication 
to walk together in opposite directions, there was also no specific restriction on 
moving across space together. The task would begin by standing in front of another 
dancer at arms-length without physical contact. Dancers were invited to start by 
listening to their own movement impulses from the inside, by focusing, for example, 
on breath, muscles and bones. Before doing any movement, I would wait for a few 
minutes to connect with my body and feel the position of my body in the space of the 
studio. This initial moment would usually involve closing the eyes to facilitate tuning 
into sensations. 
 
The next stage of the exploration involved noticing the somatic process of pouring 
body weight into the ground through the feet. Participants were invited to listen to the 
sensation of transferring weight from one leg to the other while noticing breath, with 
the aim of activating the body as a conduit of energy travelling from the floor to the 
air and the other way around. The specific indication was to gradually shift the focus 
of kinesthetic listening to the other person’s process of pouring weight into and out of 
the ground. Then the participants were asked to reduce, gradually and spontaneously, 
the physical distance with the partner to start engaging the upper body in the duet. I 
experimented with several ways of giving and receiving touch. These variations 
involved different body parts touching and being touched (e.g., hands to hands, hands 
to chest, chest to chest, elbow to elbow, arms enfolding other arms, arms enfolding 
chest) and different spatial relations with the other body (e.g., face to face, face to 
back, back to back, face to side, side to side, side to back). The other important 
element of the improvisation was the amount of pressure involved in the touch and 
whether and how much weight was shared. A particular variation of the investigation 
involved shifting from moving with separate centers of gravity to finding a shared 
center of gravity through the sharing of weight. Regardless of which variation of the 
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task was being enacted, I focused this exploration on listening to the other person’s 
movement impulses and on trying to follow them, both when giving and receiving 
touch. 
 
Rather than deliberately trying to move my body or the other body, I experimented 
with ways of sensing external impulses and letting the duet emerge from the feeling 
of being moved. This involved shifting the trajectory of kinesthetic listening inside-
out to explore the felt qualities of my partner’s moving body through the medium of 
touch. Exploring haptic sensibility and responsiveness to the other dancer’s 
movement impulses, and improvising on the felt sense of being touched involved 
dwelling systematically on the cusp between what is perceived as either internal or 
external. Is this my touch or your touch? My pressure or your pressure? My weight or 
your weight? My breath or your breath? This experimental process was framed by 
focusing kinesthetic awareness on the felt sense of the other dancer’s weight being 
poured into and out of the ground, as a way to establish a channel for transmitting 
tactile signals while defusing attention away from the specific body parts touching 
and being touched. The aim was to make the process of noticing my own weight 
being transferred into and out of the ground available and accessible to my partner’s 
sensing through touch. To facilitate the flow of energy and release muscular tension, 
especially in the shoulders, arms and the hands, the task involved alternating different 
responses to touch by engaging the wide range of options between resisting or 
yielding. To allow the yielding of force to happen, especially when working with 
tango dancers, it was sometimes necessary to consciously demonstrate to other 
participants the possibility of rotating the wrist and folding the hand inward so that 
both the palm and the back of the hand could be made available to the improvisation.  
 
What Was Felt 
 
A combined sense of stillness, uncertainty and trust pervaded this exploration. On the 
one hand, focusing the work on giving and receiving touch opened up the possibility 
to engage kinesthetically the framework of the tango duet (two people standing in 
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front of each other, with the intention to dance together, focusing on touch) without 
having to dance in any particular way. The need to resist the form was felt as less 
pressing because participants were ready to drop into their sensations and were 
available to share their impulses in an intimate space without having to reproduce a 
specific blueprint. On the other hand, letting go of the form to explore what else 
tango could be, increased my attachment to the physical parameters used to frame the 
exploration. This involved the risk of falling into another form—for example, into 
dancing contact improvisation by focusing on the exchange of body weight and 
pressure and on rolling through the point of contact with the other dancer. I was also 
faced with the drive to adjust the physical parameters of the task so that movement 
would feel more like a tango. Despite being “small”, the duet dance was rarely left 
totally open-ended. In this sense, the feeling of the dance kept falling within the 
spectrum between improvisation and tango. 
 
In the field notes, the sense of stillness: not having to act or do or move, emerges as a 
kind of uncertainty about the duet not taking any form, and with the felt risk of 
failing to discover anything interesting about touch in tango: 
 
Our touch improvisation does not feel like a demand and response process. It 
feels more uncertain, more fluid. There are so many non-tango directions it 
could take. (Research journal, lab session #10, 16 September 2017) 
 
What is this body I am being transformed into? Where is this process taking 
me? What is changing inside as the outside unfolds through my listening, and 
making choices, and engaging? Losing the frame is different from losing the 
connection. I need to work a lot on what it takes to be connected with the 
moment of the dance. (Research journal, lab session #14, 1 October 2017) 
 
What is behind, underneath the color, density and shape of the frame of the 
glasses I am putting on when I am feeling like dancing tango? (Research 
journal, lab session #15, 8 October 2017) 
 
Although indulging in the stillness of touch improvisation opened up a precious 
space for experimentation, I have often made internal judgments about something 
being missing in my experience of the duet task. These judgments were often about 
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the feeling of the other person not being integrated enough in my movement 
impulses. Another important area of uncertainty involved the felt need to find a better 
balance between inward-downward energy and outward-upward energy. In thinking 
this way, I was drawing, mostly below consciousness, on the physical memory 
archive of dancing tango in the milonga and on my mental representations of what 
dancing tango feels like. It was very hard to draw a boundary between bodily 
knowledge and prejudice. What kept the exploration going was the trust that 
kinesthetic listening would reveal a clearer path to test my intuitions and make them 
available to scrutiny and development.  
 
What Was Revealed 
 
Engaging the “small duet dance” was a key way to explore tango kinesthetically, by 
working on the enabling constraints of the duet in a space between the open-
endedness of the warm-up task (described and discussed in the previous two 
explorations) and the fixed form of dancing tango in the milonga. The sustained 
practice of kinesthetic listening in the intimate space of a shared improvisation 
revealed the central role of stillness in the experience of giving and receiving touch. 
Exploring the relation between stillness and movement involved shifting the focus 
away from walking across space, and towards staying together in the felt sense of 
touching and being touched, by transferring weight into and out of the floor. The 
comments shared by two participants about the task during the initial phase of the 
studio lab were helpful in clarifying the importance of closing the eyes and of 
connecting with the other person’s breath for facilitating this shift. As recorded in my 
research journal (17 September 2017), one of the participants described how, with the 
eyes closed he could not plan the next movement and how this condition allowed him 
to focus more deeply on the other dancer’s breath. The other participant described 
how exploring her breath with the eyes closed created a sense of intimacy and trust 
with the other dancer, while giving the dance a rhythm that could be accessed without 
having to perform any particular movement pattern across space. 
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Engaging improvised partnering with a focus on stillness turned into a way of 
exploring the process of sharing impulses. This involved expanding the internal 
movement space to encompass also the felt sense of the other dancer’s impulse to 
move. In particular, working with the proximity of the other dancer without the urge 
to associate upper-body touch with locomotion allowed me to investigate how shared 
improvisation can emerge also out of following the other person’s impulse—rather 
than by leading the other into a movement. This process revealed a new important 
trajectory for the inquiry: is what I am sensing your giving or is it my receiving, or 
both? How is movement also initiated by the person who is receiving touch and how 
is giving touch also a way of following the movement impulse of the other person? 
The multi-perspectival investigation of kinesthetic listening in giving and receiving 
touch is the focus of the next exploration. 
 
Exploration #4: Opening the Space between Giving and Receiving 
 
The goal of this exploration is to investigate how the felt sense of touch in a duet 
movement improvisation is changed by defining or not defining in advance the roles 
of giving and receiving and by swapping or not swapping these roles during the task. 
In introducing an arbitrary separation between giving and receiving to then let go of 
it, the exploration tries to open a space for noticing new aspects of the transmission 
of movement impulses between partners in the dance of tango. The focus of the 
inquiry is on the gray area of entanglement between the felt sense of giving and of 
receiving a movement impulse through/as touch and how this affects the unfolding of 
the shared improvisation.  
 
The exploration draws on the direct experience of a specific partner-work task 
conducted during the advanced phase of the group improvisation lab on which this 
chapter is based. The task involved one or more pairs of dancers working together for 
around ninety minutes. Sometimes the task also involved  one participant observing 
while the others were engaging in the task. One dancer of the pair was assigned the 
role of receiving touch and was invited to work with the eyes closed, focusing on 
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stillness, and trying not to initiate any movement. The other dancer had the role of 
giving touch. The movement improvisation would last for around twenty minutes. 
Then there would be a brief discussion. Then the roles were swapped, another round 
would occur, and the two dancers would talk again. Finally, there was a third twenty-
minute improvisation without defining the roles in advance, followed by a last 
feedback session. A variation of this third round involved the two dancers focusing 
on swapping roles continuously during the improvisation in a continuum of giving 
and receiving. In this case, the key challenge of the exploration was to try not only to 
avoid the conscious initiation of movement before receiving the impulse through 
touch, but also to avoid reacting straight away to what was being received from the 
other dancer. The goal of experimenting with an arbitrary time-delay between giving 
and receiving was to invite the dancers to engage in depth their felt sense of the other 
person’s impulse, before actively contributing their own impulse to the 
improvisation. 
 
By engaging the perceived overlapping between the felt sense of giving and 
receiving touch in the process of movement improvisation, this exploration 
problematizes the idea of a separate sense of body as the physical boundary of 
kinesthetic listening. The focus is shifted from identifying the intention and 
direction of the impulse—where it comes from, where it goes and why—to its 
haptic process of transmission and to the porosity and permeability of bodily 
boundaries. Along these lines, tango is explored as a kinesthetic force-field rather 
than a collection of discrete movement acts. In particular, this involves 
investigating how the internal sense of movement of a dancer is connected with the 
haptic transmission of impulses between dancers. Drawing on Foster (2008), this 
process can be approached using the notion of “movement’s contagion”. However, 
while Foster (2008) focuses on how we feel and respond when watching another 
body performing, the notion of contagion is used here to foreground the feeling of 
being touched, both physically and emotionally, by the movements of another 
dancer sharing the improvisational practice. 
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In her genealogy of the notion of “movement’s contagion”, carried out in terms of 
the evolving understanding of the kinesthetic sense in different historical periods, 
Foster (2008) draws a parallel between the theory of perception developed by 
psychologist James Gibson in the late 1960’s and the practice of kinesthetic 
awareness in contact improvisation which began to spread in the early 1970’s. 
Foster (2008) claims that, for Gibson, the main role of the kinesthetic sense is to 
notice the subtle difference between sensory inputs and bodily dispositions and to 
contribute to integrating the perception of external and internal stimuli. Movement 
is conceptualized by Gibson as “a potential conduit to new ways of perceiving and 
orienting oneself in the world” through negotiation of “the perpetual flux of 
surroundings” (Foster, 2008, p. 51). In this view, argues Foster (2008), the 
kinesthetic effect of dance on the viewer works through the vehicle of the dancer’s 
body by asserting the vitality of physical experience. Viewers are considered not as 
passive receivers but as “active and willful perceivers” of the dance’s message 
(Foster, 2008, p. 52). Building on this approach, this exploration investigates how 
giving and receiving are integrated in the process of kinesthetic contagion when 
the roles of dancing and viewing are not clearly separated. The focus shifts to how, 
through the medium of touch, the message of the dance is entangled in an 
exchange of movement impulses between the dance partners. This involves 
experimenting with how what is received is already influenced by what is given—
and vice versa. By challenging the separation between the giver and the receiver of 
contagion, improvisation is explored as the process of contagion itself. 
 
The Experiment 
 
This exploration involves experimenting with giving and receiving touch in a duet 
movement improvisation. Playing with how dancers focus on fulfilling one of the two 
roles at a time opens up new pathways to access and activate the space between the 
kinesthetic sense of inner and outer movement impulses. This work was framed as an 
attempt to focus and deepen the felt sense of touch on the particular qualities of the 
sensory inputs transmitted between giver and receiver, and on the connection 
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between external stimuli (perceived as what is being given by or received from the 
other dancer) and the movement impulses sensed by each dancer as emerging from 
the inside. In particular, receivers were invited to avoid reacting to tactile inputs and 
to explore, instead the felt effects of being touched. Givers were invited to listen 
carefully to the experience of the receivers as a way to clarify their own internal 
impulses. This posed the question of how much one is thinking in terms of tango and 
of whether the habits accumulated by dancing tango should be resisted or not, in 
order to facilitate the experimentation. I was challenged to try to be in-the-moment 
without imposing a mental representation on the unfolding of movements. 
 
The basic but crucial level of experimenting in this exploration involved the felt 
sense of what constitutes the giving and receiving roles. While it is common to 
associate receiving with the passive end of the spectrum of an exchange between two 
people, during the lab I approached the openness to the presence of the other 
involved in receiving as the key moment triggering the exchange. Rather than 
considering active and passive as oppositional states of being, I approached them as 
coexisting within the same process of kinesthetic listening. On the other hand, while 
it is common to think of giving as an intentional act that moves from one’s self 
towards another, I tried to explore how the act of giving begins with allowing one’s 
self to enter the inner movement space made available by the other person. The 
stillness involved in being a receiver was investigated as an invitation to the giver to 
feel one’s body and to share something through touch. The movement involved in 
being a giver was investigated as the acceptance of the invitation to engage with the 
receiver. While working on receiving was associated with trying not to initiate any 
movement, this role involved also noticing one’s unfolding impulses to move. While 
working on giving was associated with initiating movement, this role involved also 
noticing the other body’s feeling of being touched and moved. 
 
In fulfilling both roles, the dancers were invited to apply a waiting time between the 
initial felt sense of something being given or received by the other person and their 
next external manifestation of what was being felt through movement. This was a 
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perceptual tool proposed to help connect external movement with the unintentional 
workings of touch at the deep internal level of bodily tissues. It was also a way to 
facilitate the exploration of how the external feel of touch on the skin is connected 
with the unfolding of internal feelings. Slowing down the process helped raise key 
questions such as whether there is a beginning and an end to one’s impulses and 
whether one is ever only giving or only receiving an impulse. 
 
The task was facilitated by specifying a range of physical parameters for giving and 
receiving, to narrow the scope of the improvisation and deepen the explorative 
process. The role of receiving was usually associated with closing the eyes, having a 
soft muscular tone and yielding to the giver’s energy to allow the process of moving 
together while resisting the impulse to initiate movement. However, receivers were 
invited to experiment also with stronger tones and with resisting being moved. Givers 
had the option to touch the receiver with different amounts of pressure, to either 
move or not move the receiver’s body parts or entire body, and to share or not share 
their weight while touching. 
 
What Was Felt 
 
This account will target three key moments of the shared movement improvisation: 
before the first touch, after the first touch, and when the roles were not defined in 
advance. The focus will be on two key aspects of the experience of kinesthetic 
listening: the sense of blurring boundaries between movement impulses and separate 
bodies and the heightened role of kinesthetic images when moving with the eyes 
closed and focusing on receiving touch. 
 
Waiting to receive touch while standing or lying on the ground in stillness and with 
the eyes closed triggered a sense of vulnerability and of curiosity and heightened the 
important role of trust in the lab practice. I tried to engage the preliminary waiting 
time before the first touch, not as an intentional act of waiting for something to 
happen, but as the suspension of the expectation that something had to happen at all. 
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This process was facilitated by paying attention to the position of my body in space 
and the physical vibrations reaching my body from the outside. 
 
As a receiver, during the exchange I generally felt present, open to tactile inputs and 
ready to follow the movements of the giver. However, it was often hard to just notice 
touch and engage minimal response. The main difficulty was to let go of my role as 
the main inquirer. The main distractions were the curiosity to find out something 
interesting and the implicit assumptions about how the task was supposed to unfold. 
When standing with the eyes closed, I had to adjust my muscular tension in relation 
to gravity so that I could follow the giver’s movement impulses without losing 
balance or falling inadvertently: 
 
Holding the core or letting myself fall? Holding the joints or letting them 
flow? (Research journal, lab session #37, 24 February 2018). 
 
Another key aspect of receiving and following with the eyes closed was how it 
triggered a spontaneous experience of associating the felt sense of movement to 
specific kinesthetic images. Sometimes it was almost like feeling a story in-the-
making: 
 
Her breath … Her finger hooking into my finger … Her hand placed softly on 
my chest … Taking her arm and throwing it in the air … Tapping into the 
mirror and placing my head on her hand with some weight … (Research 
journal, lab session #38, 25 Feb 2018) 
 
As a giver, I usually kept the eyes open while trying to maintain a blurred view of the 
space of the improvisation rather than focusing sight on my partner’s body. It was 
surprising to notice how, even with closed eyes, the receiver could dance with me 
quite freely: 
 
What surprised me when at the end I moved away from her is that I felt as if 
she had kept the eyes opened all the time. But then she told me she had closed 
the eyes during the exploration. (Research journal, lab session #37, 24 
February 2018) 
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When the roles were not defined in advance, the felt sense of sharing touch and 
movement impulses was usually more confusing and chaotic. As an observer, I 
sometimes had the impression that the inner space of the two partners was becoming 
weaker and that the channel for transmitting impulses between dancers was fading 
away. From inside the improvisation, not focusing on giving or receiving made it 
harder to internalize the feeling of the other person. How do you get to a shared 
beginning if you don’t know who is giving or receiving? My own way out of this 
impasse was by observing my body from the inside and trying to expand my inner 
space to encompass also the presence of the other body by listening more intensely to 
external inputs. This was felt as a way to make my inner space available to the other 
dancer. All this information was sometimes overwhelming to the point of feeling a 
kind of sensory nausea. The sensations of having to cope with more stimuli in the 
absence of given and fixed roles was also associated with the increased permeability 
of the boundaries between bodies. In turn, the felt sense of blurred bodily boundaries 
turned into an opportunity for sensing more clearly and freely the distinction between 
anatomical and personal touch:  
 
Feeling the hair and the skin just before the touch – a sense of intimacy. 
Touching the hair surface of his skin felt more intimate than what I was 
expecting. The act before caressing his head was a rich moment – a moment 
before you have agreement. (Research journal, lab session #43, 13 March 
2018) 
 
What Was Revealed 
 
The exploration revealed a possible pathway to approach kinesthetic listening as a 
simultaneous engagement with the perception of giving and receiving touch while 
showing some of the difficulties involved in making this conceptual and practical 
shift. The somatic experience of the arbitrary separation of giving and receiving 
touch in movement improvisation led me to challenge the assumption that the source 
of the impulse felt in giving and receiving is located in two separate spheres of 
perception—one inside (giving) and the other outside the body (receiving). A 
challenging question posed by a participant after the task was helpful to clarify my 
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language and intention in this exploration. As recorded in my research journal (23 
February 2018), the participant asked about the purpose of using a practice 
framework that, according to her, separates what is holistically connected (i.e., giving 
and receiving) in the experience of perception. I was challenged to be more explicit 
about the possibility of experiencing both a felt sense of giving and of receiving 
touch in both roles as giver and receiver. This opening led me to ask a series of 
further questions on how active and passive states are intertwined in the experience 
of moving with another person. When sensing a feeling of giving touch, how am I 
also sensing a feeling of receiving touch? When sensing a feeling of giving pressure 
or weight, how am I also sensing a feeling of receiving pressure or weight? When 
sensing a feeling of initiating movement, how am I also sensing a feeling of 
following movement? Addressing these questions requires engaging the sense of 
movement in a space that is inner and outer at the same time—and thus challenging 
the assumption of movement being sensed from inside of an already bounded body. 
The exploration reveals how approaching the dance of tango as a form of kinesthetic 
listening offers a framework to engage this inside-outside process of transmission 
while training sensory alertness and responsiveness in improvisation. This trajectory 
of inquiry will be pursued in the next exploration. 
 
Exploration #5: Sharing the Inner and Outer Space 
 
The fifth and final exploration draws on the experience of the last of the three tasks 
of the studio lab on which this chapter is based—the task of improvising a dance. 
Particular reference is made to the last, intensive two-week phase of the lab 
conducted in Melbourne between the end of July and the beginning of August 
2018. This part of the studio work was carried out with the participation of 
contemporary improviser and tango dancer Eleanor Brickhill. In her practice-led 
MA thesis, comparing and contrasting the cultures of communication of tango and 
contact improvisation, Brickhill (2016) defines her approach to the study of tango 
as working through “the eyes of a postmodern dancer” and as influenced by over 
40 years of “immersion in contact improvisation and release work, and in other 
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somatic practices that underpin much postmodern and contemporary dance” (p. 2). 
Brickhill (2016) claims that these different ways of understanding the body had 
“coalesced” in her body in a way that allowed her “to see clearly the similarities 
between contact improvisation and Argentine tango, where most people would find 
only differences” (p. 2). This is an important reference point for the exploration, 
given that I, on the other hand, have approached this research project as a way to 
find new ways to encounter, document, and reflect on the felt sense of touch in 
tango by engaging improvisational dance forms through the eyes of a tango dancer, 
and with a less consolidated experience of somatic practices. The fifth exploration 
can be seen as a way to find out how the dissonances and tensions between these 
two approaches can become a creative resource for the inquiry. 
 
The goal of this exploration is to articulate the tension between moving together 
using the framework of tango dancing and focusing on the other dancer’s movement 
impulses by sensing touch in improvisation. I invited my partner to work on sharing 
the inside-outside space that becomes available to the kinesthetic sense across the 
spectrum between initiating and following movement. During an open session of the 
lab, this process was filmed by an observer. A short excerpt of the video footage of 
the improvised dance is attached here as field work evidence and reference point for 
the following discussion. The audio was muted to focus the attention on the moving 
bodies.25 
 
Video 4: Sharing the Inner and Outer Space (Source: author’s edit of footage by 
Robert Draffin, 2019) 
Link: http://dro.deakin.edu.au/eserv/DU:30135544/rufo-reengagingtouch04-2020.mp4 
 
During the improvised dance there was an implicit agreement between my partner 
and I to stay in the intimate moment of sharing one’s internal sensations and 
feelings while listening deeply to the internal sensations and feelings of the other. 
                                               
25 Date video was shot: 8 August 2018. Place video was shot: Dancehouse, Melbourne. Length of 
video: 3 min 42 sec. 
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This involved noticing how the partner’s internal space was sensed as overlapping 
with one’s own internal space in the unfolding of movement in the outer space of 
the duet. Drawing on Manning’s (2013) conceptual framework of “relational 
movement”, the process through which this sensed space in-between became a 
substantial element of the dance can be seen as the manifestation of the 
“transformative” and “collective” working of affect. In particular, it is useful to 
refer to Manning’s (2013) discussion of how a body is not separate from its 
“milieu”—where the notion of “milieu” is intended not as neutral in-between but, 
rather, as “a relational field activated by the event in-forming” (p. 26). According 
to Manning (2013), it is affect that, by resituating the body “as force of form” 
within an ecology of practices “activates the very connectibility of experience” (p. 
26). Along the same lines, Manning (2013) argues that, when focusing on what 
happens between bodies through the lens of affect, one can notice how it is not 
simply the body that feels in a particular way. Rather, “the field of that event” 
emerges as an “ecology … of hyperattention, of sensory acuity” (p. 26). 
 
Shifting the focus of inquiry to the movement impulses of the dancers as an affective 
force-field led to me problematize the static framework of leading and following 
which characterizes traditional tango practice. I was led to re-approach the felt sense 
of touch as a complex, ongoing negotiation. Who gets to speak? What gets to be 
shared? What’s meaningful? The kinesthetic space between internal impulses and 
outer movement shared by the dancers becomes a space to explore the porous 
boundaries between speaking and listening in an encounter. This tension between 
wanting to share one’s movement impulses with the other while wanting to preserve 
one’s sense of freedom can be seen through the lens of eros as an experience which 
exceeds the reduction of two bodies into a whole proposed by Irigaray (1992) in her 
critical analysis of elemental passions. Irigaray (1992) argues that 
 
[a] body becomes a prison when it contracts into a whole. When it proclaims 
itself mine or thine. When a line is drawn around it, its territory mapped out. 
When the universe of its inner, or outer, possible or permissible, movements 
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is already traced out, as is its life. When it is already positioned as one, in a 
field of vision. (p. 17) 
 
According to Irigaray (1992), love is not something given by someone and received 
by someone else but, rather, an experience we live together, and thus escapes from 
our control. With reference to this exploration, Irigaray’s (1992) perspective is 
helpful to further elaborate the critical issue of how, in the experience of the dancing 
tango, a deep space of sharing can become also a dark space of losing the connection 
with one’s own unique impulses. Are the two dancers going to be reduced to one in 
the process of merging their impulses into the dance? The studio experiment invites 
consideration of what tango could be if the followers were not to surrender their 
impulses to the leading dancers. It also prompts the question of what tango could be 
if both dancers were to surrender and offer their impulses to the shared process of 
improvisation. 
 
The Experiment 
 
This exploration involved experimenting with modes of giving and receiving touch 
and of opening the space between giving and receiving in the experience of a shared 
improvised dance while drawing on the enabling constraints of the tango duet. 
Together with my main partner in this exploration, I have learned to dance tango and 
practiced the dance in the milonga through a given framework of movement 
vocabulary and techniques and of leading and following roles and rules. Hence, 
engaging this task involved sharing and working on a tentative definition of the 
kinesthetic baseline of tango in terms of giving and receiving impulses through the 
medium of touch. This process involved connecting sensations and feelings with the 
unfolding of shared movements. Tango was approached as a temporal-spatial-
relational hierarchy of impulses which is not only enacted, but also challenged in the 
improvisation by focusing on the felt sense of the unexpected possibilities of both 
initiating and following movement. This is a list of the basic guidelines shared with 
my partner during the studio sessions: 
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- I activate my solar plexus as the gate of kinesthetic listening; 
- I listen to my partner’s breath as it is inhaled and exhaled; 
- I listen to my partner’s weight as it is poured into and out of the ground and 
of my body; 
- I listen to the shifts in the position of my partner’s center of gravity and of 
our shared center of gravity; 
- I listen to my partner’s movement impulses before doing something; 
- I improvise movements based on the felt sense of my partner’s impulses. 
 
Given that this is not the standard way in which tango is learned and practiced, the 
exploration involved training the sensibility and the responsiveness needed to share 
the practice of a possible kinesthetic baseline as it is sensed from the inside-out rather 
than as the application of an agreed framework from the outside-in. 
 
What Was Felt 
 
This was a challenging exploration, both physically and emotionally. It was 
challenging not only because it involved dancing with someone with a different 
background, but also because it involved being observed by an outsider while doing 
so—I am referring in particular to the two sessions of the lab where outsiders were 
invited to watch. Being seen dancing outside the traditional tango setting and 
receiving feedback felt like sharing the inner space without a framework to make 
sense of what was happening. This made me feel confused and vulnerable to 
judgment and triggered a defensive need to identify with either the tango tradition or 
the dance improvisation tradition so that the physical work could be made visible 
from the outside. Working on the cusp of the tango form and opening the self to the 
different physical histories of another body was both exciting and frustrating. In fact, 
to cross boundaries and find something out I had to let go of something else. At 
times, I felt trapped into the expectation that the research would lead towards the 
convergence of our different kinesthetic ways of sensing and sharing touch and 
movement into a recognizable, alternative form through which dissonance would be 
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made redundant. However, the felt sense that this was a false expectation contributed 
to a process through which the results of the work would be revealed and elaborated 
several months later. 
 
What Was Revealed 
 
In engaging the task of improvising a tango dance, giving and receiving touch was 
deployed as a kinesthetic tool to activate and sustain the space between my inner 
and outer worlds and those of my partner. Placing kinesthetic awareness 
specifically on the moment-by-moment process of sensing touch in the space in-
between allowed me to suspend, to some extent, the fixed separation of roles 
between leading and following. The participation of Eleanor Brickhill in this 
exploration was important to reveal the need and the opportunity to articulate a 
baseline for dancing tango as an experience of kinesthetic listening. In my research 
journal (6 August 2018) I recorded an episode during the studio work when 
Eleanor told me she could not recognize the tango I was dancing and that she could 
not have the same conversation with me as with other male dancers she had met in 
the social setting of the milonga. She added that the tango she had previously 
danced had a simpler language and that the task I was proposing required her to 
change the focus to a different kind of awareness. I was challenged to define more 
explicitly the task of improvising together in terms of exploring an alternative 
framework for prioritizing movement impulses in the dynamics of partnering.  
 
Explored through the lens of kinesthetic listening, the felt sense of touch in tango 
was unveiled as a sustained process of moving towards and away from my 
partner’s personal space without committing (yet) to a given movement form. 
Along these lines, the duet dance emerged as a haptic negotiation of impulses 
characterized by a strong polarity between resisting and yielding energies. These 
energies travel across the spectrum of initiating and following without having to 
collapse into a given relational pattern. In turn, explored through the kinesthetic 
framework of the tango duet, the shared inner space emerged as something that is 
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always potentially at work between the dancers. However, the inquiry showed that 
moving through such space does not necessarily imply being aware of the qualities 
and possibilities opened up in that moment. The development of a specific 
movement vocabulary for engaging kinesthetic listening within the enabling 
constraints of the tango duet was outside the scope of this study and could become 
the aim of further research. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Conducting the studio lab involved questioning and unsettling the implicit 
assumptions about how movement impulses are shared between tango dancers 
through touch. Rather than starting with the assumption that tango is a movement 
modality that involves an intimate relationship between partners, the explorations 
focused on the processes through which the connection is sensed across the inner and 
the outer worlds. Rather than seeking to find the kinesthetic images and memories of 
an inner tango, the exploratory focus was on the impulses shared with other dancers 
in the present moment. This involved working on kinesthetic listening across the 
spectrum of connecting with one’s body, with space, and with other bodies. 
 
Contemporary and contact dance improvisation provided useful methods and tools to 
explore from the inside-out how movement impulses are connected with tactile inputs 
through space and skin. In particular, working on touch as a medium for transmitting 
sensations and feelings required reducing the reliance on sight and practicing 
stillness. It also required engaging the sense of movement as an experience exceeding 
the boundaries of the duet, the fixed roles of leading and following and the specific 
constraint of walking together. In this process, one’s vulnerability and the 
vulnerability of the other dancers as givers and receivers of impulses emerged as the 
key channel for sharing an inner and outer movement space. Along these lines, the 
explorations revealed how the felt sense of touch can be re-engaged by a tango 
dancer as an improvisational process which involves an open-ended negotiation with 
the impulses of the other dancers. 
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7. Rethinking the Tactile Experience of Eros in Tango 
 
 
Introduction 
 
This chapter draws together the key findings of the research and connects them 
with the central concepts in the literature. The findings are explicated by 
discussing them in the context of the different aspects of the research question 
which frames the study. The discussion focuses on how the concept of touch as 
kinesthetic listening was experienced in practice and the ways in which it was 
understood. In particular, I will discuss how framing a series of somatic 
experiences of giving and receiving touch led me to foreground the relation 
between touch and eros in tango as a key trajectory of the inquiry. While generally 
defined in the discourse of tango as a fusion between the dance partners, this 
relation is re-configured in this study as an ongoing perceptual negotiation between 
them. 
 
The study was framed by the question of how a tango dancer might engage 
different improvisational dance modes to step outside the customary framework of 
the practice, in order to re-encounter, document and reflect on the felt sense of 
touch. This question was approached not by entering into a discourse of tango 
identity but by trying to let go of my body-image as a tango dancer. Moving away 
from the debates on what tango is or is not was an opportunity to experience and 
reflect on what else it could be in terms of the perception of touch in the dance. 
What is brought back from this journey is not another tango as a fusion of forms 
and values. Rather, the research reveals new insights into how the kinesthetic 
experience of sensing and feeling the connection with the outer world and with 
other dancers can be explored and understood by re-engaging the sense of touch. In 
particular, the central aspect of the inquiry emerges from the process of 
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discovering what is involved and implied when dancers allow each other to be in a 
state of sensing and feeling together, through giving and receiving touch. 
 
As a practice of kinesthetic listening, touch was re-engaged as a way to go past the 
orthodox attitude towards the fixed form and roles of the tango dance. Through 
somatic inquiry I was able to bring back a more sensitive, receptive and responsive 
relation with the body, with space and with other bodies. This passage opens up a 
kinesthetic channel to engage the porous and permeable qualities of bodily 
boundaries. In fact, moving through touch and touching through moving with an 
attitude of kinesthetic listening allows the dancers to share their feelings and 
sensations in the outer space of the improvisation. What is shared in the act of 
listening emerges as that something which is transmitted across the boundaries of 
the skin. It is from this new starting point that the exploration of touch as 
kinesthetic listening may be used to address the relation between touch and eros in 
tango. As a tango dancer re-engaging the felt sense of touch—not as obsessional 
attachment to forms and values but as perceptual channel into the sharing of 
impulses—I was led to question the implicit assumption that the idea of tango is 
fundamentally premised on the experience of a sensual fusion with the partner and 
with the space of the dance. The outcome of this inquiry is an alternative 
understanding of eros as an ongoing negotiation of movement possibilities 
occurring in the space between the dancers. 
 
I will begin this chapter by discussing the question of eros in tango, the ways in 
which I was led to rethink the relation between eros and touch, and the insights 
emerging from this process. It will be argued that, while unfolding as an experience 
of being exposed to the sensations and feelings of the other dancer, touch as an act of 
listening is not premised on the one-sided imperative of surrendering one’s 
movement impulses to the other and to the dance. Rather, drawing on Irigaray (1992, 
1996), the sharing of movement impulses in the outer space of the improvisation is 
understood as a practice through which the dancers find ways to integrate their felt 
sense of uniqueness and incompleteness into the dance. This involves problematizing 
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the idea that, as an act of listening, the experience of tango can be contained within 
the boundaries of a fixed form. Letting go of the traditional framework of tango 
practice and experiencing the dancing body in different ways opens up the possibility 
of re-engaging the felt sense of touch as a dynamic experience of freedom and 
constraint. Sharing can be approached as a way of allowing each other to grow, rather 
than a reduction of the dancers to the framework of the dance and to each other. 
 
The chapter will then discuss how bringing practical and conceptual elements of 
contemporary and contact dance improvisation (see Paxton, 1975; De Spain, 2003; 
Little, 2018) into the inquiry allowed me to investigate the giving and receiving of 
touch in tango by providing tools and methods for destabilizing fixed roles, 
therefore engaging the porosity of bodily boundaries. Working with the enabling 
constraints of the tango duet, I was able to document and reflect on how giving and 
receiving are perceived haptically by the dancers, not as separate acts but as part of 
an expanded field of connections. In the final part of the chapter, I will discuss 
how sensing touch in improvisation allowed me to shift the focus of the inquiry, 
from individual bodies as separate entities, to the process of transmission of 
sensations and feelings occurring in the space between them. The insights 
emerging from this work are teased out with reference to the previously discussed 
notions of “relational movement” (Manning, 2007, 2009, 2013), “affect 
attunement” (Stern, 1998) and “movement’s contagion” (Foster, 2008).  
 
This study finds that giving touch, as an act of listening, does not involve merely 
dictating an impulse within the improvisation, while receiving touch is not merely 
about surrendering one’s impulse to the improvisation. Both acts, both moments of 
giving and receiving, involve an exchange between the two poles of the tactile-
kinesthetic transmission, both in terms of sensations and feelings and of roles and 
attitudes towards being exposed to the other. What is felt as shared in the 
transmission between the two poles is, at the same time, part of one dancer and of 
the other, while exceeding both of them in the very possibility of incarnation. 
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7.2 Re-engaging the Question of Eros in the Tango Dance 
 
Studies of touch as an experience of kinesthetic awareness in tango are influenced by 
the assumption that the dance is fundamentally driven by the impulse of the partners 
to merge as much as possible into each other’s movement. Examples of this position 
are found in Olszewski (2008), Cant (2012), Abadi (2013), Chatzimasoura (2013) 
and Zubarik (2013). This assumption—often associated with the notion and 
experience of empathy—defines the ways in which the transmission of physical 
sensations and emotional feelings between the dancers is investigated, both in terms 
of process and content. In fact, from this starting point, researchers are led to question 
whether the felt tactile-kinesthetic sense of body and movement resides in the 
separate bodies of the two dancers, or, rather, in the space unfolding between them. 
Following through this trajectory of inquiry, this study involved exploring other ways 
to approach and understand the experience of feeling into the movement impulse of 
another dancer. This led me to consider the question of eros. 
 
Eros in tango is approached in this study as a lens through which to engage the 
process of allowing each other to be in a carnal and spiritual state of feeling together 
and its potential implications for the understanding of kinesthetic listening. The focus 
is placed on the perceptual experience of the dance and of the dancing body, not on 
the social context. Stepping outside the boundaries of the traditional social tango 
framework by engaging contemporary and contact dance improvisation dance modes, 
I was led to reflect on the gaps between what I sense and feel and what others sense 
and feel in the experience of moving together. The inquiry involved experiencing 
how the outcomes of an improvised exchange exceed the confines of a well-
rehearsed perceptual architecture of movements, techniques and rules for dancing 
together. This occurred by working both with tango dancers (who were asked to 
suspend their reliance on this architecture) and with contemporary and contact 
improvisers (who had not internalized it in the first place). Working with the enabling 
constraints of the tango duet helped me shift the focus of the investigation from how 
the felt sense of touch is framed kinesthetically by reproducing a dance form, to how 
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touch works as a process of kinesthetic listening before committing to any particular 
form. In turn, questioning the implicit connection between the internal sense of 
movement and its external manifestation led me to ask how both being separate and 
being together contribute to the intimate experience of sensing touch in 
improvisation. Rather than reasserting the assumption that tango is premised on the 
drive to merge with each other, I was led to ask what is involved in coming together 
in the first place. It is from this new emergent starting point that the question of eros 
was brought into the inquiry. This helped reconsider the felt sense of touch as an 
experience of allowing each other to be in a state of feeling together which cannot be 
reduced to any given form of moving together. In turn, this raised the broader 
question of how the assumption that tango is premised on the drive to become one 
with the partner is itself premised on the ideal of romantic love as the fusion of the 
two (male and female) halves into a whole. In particular, this study problematizes this 
ideal: the notion that one half surrenders to the other half so that the whole can be 
formed. 
 
The question of eros emerged in this study as a question of how dancing tango is 
connected with the longing of each dancer to be touched, both physically and 
emotionally, by the other. I began the inquiry by approaching this process as a 
longing for being one with the other, which involves separateness collapsing into 
togetherness in the experience of the dance. But I was led to explore and understand 
the space between the dancers as a personal and expressive space for engaging with 
both the potential resonances and dissonances of their sensations and feelings. The 
relation between touch and eros in tango emerges from this process as an ongoing 
perceptual negotiation between the partners. This negotiation is not resolved by 
fixing the roles of leading and following and the form to be pursued in the dance. The 
experience of eros in tango is understood as exceeding the explanatory potential of 
the image of a sensory dialogue between the partners as discussed, for example, in 
LaFortune (2010). According to LaFortune (2010), in the dance of tango the non-
verbal exchange of information between the partners rests on the implicit assumption 
that the male leader will initiate the movements. This a dialogue, rather than a 
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monologue, because both parts are listening to the other as the movements unfold. In 
fact, argues LaFortune (2010), there are moments when the leader “allows his partner 
to make her own choices by listening to what she proposes and taking into account 
her gestures and the timing of her movements” (p. 152, my translation from French 
original). While the idea of tango as a dialogue involves the existence of different 
internal voices being exchanged through a given framework of roles, this study 
reveals how a somatic approach to the exchange between the partners can destabilize 
the fixity of such roles. As a process of kinesthetic listening, the transmission of 
movement impulses becomes the focus on an ongoing negotiation of roles and 
movement possibilities. This process requires letting go of one’s mental 
representation of how the dance will look in order to give each other enough time and 
space to participate both actively and passively in the improvisation. This alternative 
approach allows for a shift in attention from the assumed non-verbal agreements 
between the dancers to moments of disturbance and new beginnings. With reference 
to the experience of the milonga, this suggests the possibility, for example, of 
engaging in more depth with the experience of an invitation being declined or of a 
dance being frustrating. The somatic approach helps also focus on the apparently 
secondary moments of transition involved in the framework of the dance, such as the 
experience of leaving the dance-floor after a series of dances with the same partner 
and having to reengage the sense of separateness from others and the space. 
 
Rethinking the relation between touch and eros in tango involves considering not 
only what kind of sensations and feelings are shared in the dance, but also what is 
revealed in the space in-between about sharing itself. Drawing on Irigaray (1996), 
this study argues that theorizing the relation between touch and eros as a fusion of 
two halves may hide a universalist assumption about the superiority of the “one” as 
well as the incapacity to seriously engage each dancer’s perception of the dance as 
only “half of the world” (p. 41). In turn, relying on the construct of the dance and of 
the couple as a singularity prevents us from exploring and understanding the different 
incarnations of the sensible. As an experience of allowing each other to be in a 
feeling state together, eros is re-engaged in this study as a negotiation not only of the 
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possibility of sharing but also of having a say in what is shared. In fact, while touch 
might express a longing for being exposed to the sensations and feelings of the other 
person, it might also manifest the impulse to influence the other person through one’s 
own sensations and feelings. In her analysis of the intimate space between tango 
dancers, Cant (2012) claims that Irigaray’s (1996) account of the experience of eros 
helps to foreground the tango embrace “as a temporary space, a set of fleeting 
experiences … and the multiple ways in which each dancer acknowledges the 
presence of the other (or not)” (Cant, 2012, p. 228). This, according to Cant (2012), 
requires respecting each other’s contribution and being open to what might come 
next by letting go of expectations. Cant (2012) links the possibility of fulfilling the 
potential for the embrace to become a space wherein two people can coexist as 
different subjects with the assumption that “the roles in tango require each dancer to 
listen to the other” (p. 213, emphasis in original). However, from the point of view of 
a somatic approach to the study of tango, the key question is how this listening comes 
to be in the first place and what kind of attitudes and skills are needed to make it 
possible. Developing a practice of touch as kinesthetic listening allows us to rethink 
the relation between touch and eros in terms of how each dancer’s sensitivity, 
responsiveness and, ultimately, aliveness, are irreducible to a prescribed idea of the 
dance and of the relation between the dancers. Sharing need not be conflated with 
surrendering and surrendering need not be confused with the role of following. 
Dancing tango can be rethought as a negotiation between the two poles of a 
kinesthetic transmission. 
 
In problematizing the idea that, as an act of kinesthetic listening, the experience of 
tango can be contained within the boundaries of a given form, the focus shifts from 
exploring what makes the dance work kinesthetically (i.e., techniques, patterns, 
vocabulary, roles and rules) to exploring what is discovered in the experience of 
listening through the enabling constraints of the dance. This study reveals how, by 
experimenting with the unexpected outcomes of their negotiation, the dancers can 
unlock the potential for supporting each other’s expression and growth. In his attempt 
to describe the attitude involved in contact improvisation, Paxton (1975) addresses 
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this open-ended exposure to the other person’s impulses as a practice of cooperation: 
“In learning this form, the partners must break through the concept that the other 
controls the situation to an appreciation that they each can determine both their own 
and the other’s options” (p. 41). In this study, exploring the tension between giving 
and receiving touch in the act of kinesthetic listening opens up an opportunity to 
reflect on the tension between freedom and constraint in the experience of feeling and 
moving together. This tension is understood not only as a process of sharing 
intentionality (a cooperation with) but also, more importantly, of sharing 
vulnerability (an exposure to). 
 
What else could tango be, as an experience of allowing each other to be in a feeling 
state together, if not the fusion of the two halves into the formal perfection of their 
unison? The study finds an alternative kind of nexus between the longing for a tactile 
experience of sharing and the irreducible uniqueness each living body brings to the 
improvisational moment. This involves the apparently contradictory situation 
whereby one is at the same time yearning to be connected with and separated from 
someone else and something else. However, as argued by Irigaray (1996), reading the 
tension between togetherness and separateness as a contradiction implies a definition 
of freedom which is premised on the ideal of unity in the first place. The study 
discovers the possibility of re-encountering the felt sense of touch as a shared sense 
of freedom and constraint, where freedom is defined as the freedom “to be what or 
who I am: one half of human kind” (Irigaray, 1996, p. 41). Borrowing Irigaray’s 
(1992) words, touch as kinesthetic listening emerges from the study as a practice 
which allows dissonance in the shared improvisation to work as a “motor of 
becoming” rather than as “the becoming which appropriates the other for itself by 
consuming it, introjecting it into itself, to the point where the other disappears” (p. 
27). From this alternative perspective, eros is understood as a longing for each other’s 
growth. As the form of the dance ceases to be a fixed goal for me, and as my focus 
shifts to touch and listening, the other dancer ceases to be an instrument to achieve 
my freedom and becomes a partner in a somatic practice of co-liberation. The study 
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shows how this shift can be engaged by challenging the habitual perception of touch 
as tango dancer.  
 
7.3 Challenging the Habitual Perception of Touch  
 
This study explores the nexus between tango, touch and kinesthetic listening by 
framing a series of somatic experiences outside the customary framework of tango 
practice. The exploration of the felt sense of giving and receiving touch was not 
engaged as a process based on or aimed at the fusion of tango with other 
improvisational dance modes (on such fusion, in particular with contact 
improvisation, see Pegorer, 2013, 2014b; Fournier et al., 2014; Franceschelli, 2006). 
Rather, contemporary and contact dance improvisation were important practical and 
conceptual resources for experimenting with non-habitual ways of perceiving touch 
within the enabling constraints of the tango duet. In particular, these resources were 
helpful for investigating how engaging different physical parameters and shared 
assumptions about actions and timing can potentially generate a difference in the 
sense of touch felt by a tango dancer. 
 
Exploring the felt sense of touch while engaging improvisational movement within 
the enabling constraints of tango led me to foreground the relation between haptic 
perception and kinesthetic awareness as a key area of the inquiry. In turn, this led to a 
more explicit recognition of the centrality of touch as the main medium through 
which improvised movement is experienced in and as tango, and through which 
sensations and feelings are transmitted between tango dancers. It is out of these two 
key realizations that the nexus between tango, touch and kinesthetic awareness was 
identified as the raw material from which to develop a conceptual framework for the 
inquiry. The focus of the inquiry shifted from what it takes to be ready to dance the 
form with another, to what it takes to be present to touch in the shared experience of 
improvised movement. My approach shifted from exploring touch as a sense directed 
exclusively to the stimuli of the external world, to exploring how touch works as part 
of the system of haptic perception, both externally and internally, and thus how it is 
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related with the somatic sensations of one’s body and movement, i.e., with 
proprioception and kinesthesia. The felt sense of touch was re-encountered, 
documented and reflected upon in terms of how one’s body, space and other bodies 
are perceived as an inside-outside process of transmission of sensations and feelings. 
 
Although the inquiry began as a way to challenge the mainstream discourses of 
dancing tango and my own body-image as a tango dancer, the processes that I have 
undertaken enabled me to leave the space of contention with a presumed tango 
identity and venture into an unknown space of possibilities for sensing and moving. 
The question of how a tango dancer might re-encounter, document and reflect on the 
felt sense of touch was engaged by cutting through the dualism between approaching 
practice as either a process of sensing touch through the lens of dancing tango or a 
process of dancing tango through the lens of sensing touch. The research did not 
involve applying somatic principles consciously and willfully. Rather, following 
Feldenkrais’s (1975, 1981, 1990, 2010) understanding of “awareness through 
movement” as an evolutionary process of adapting to the changing conditions of the 
environment, I have tried to integrate habitual and non-habitual modes of giving and 
receiving touch by placing the body in new surroundings and by allowing a gradual 
process of adjustment to occur. It was necessary to reduce external stimuli so that 
somatic sensitivity could be increased by gradually letting go of the main elements of 
the tango form: the music, the dance floor and the other attributes of the physical 
space of the milonga, the presence of other couples, the presence of a dance partner 
and the use of specific movement patterns and techniques and of the normative rules 
for engaging with each other. Rather than taking the somatic experience of touch and 
movement as a constant to be applied to the variable of the dance, I gradually worked 
my way from approaching the body as the instrument to enact the form (body as 
object) into approaching the body as a living process of kinesthetic listening (body as 
subject). 
 
I was led to introduce the specific term “kinesthetic listening” as a tool to describe 
and reflect on how touch can be experienced when the dance is not directed towards a 
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fixed form. In doing so, I drew on Fraleigh’s (2015) understanding of tactile-
kinesthetic communication in somatic movement practices. In particular, the decision 
to frame the key finding of the research by associating the felt sense of touch with the 
kinesthetic sense resonates with Fraleigh’s (2015) claims that, when engaged 
somatically, “[t]ouch and movement blend together in an attitude of listening” (p. 
xxiv). The notion of kinesthetic listening builds on Fraleigh's (2015) understanding of 
perception and of self-perception as “somatically founded in bodily experience” (p. 
xxi). However, while Fraleigh’s (2015) discussion focuses on the increased 
intentionality that can be acquired by the dancer through the somatic experience of 
touch and movement, in this study the focus is on the process of letting go of 
intentionality so that a somatic connection with another dancer can be experienced. 
By working within the enabling constraints of the tango duet, the framework of 
kinesthetic listening opens up a channel to explore such connection as a transmission 
of feelings and sensations. In turn, shifting the focus to how touch is perceived in the 
space between the dancers is an important step towards rethinking eros in tango as a 
somatic experience. 
 
To contextualize the experiential process through which I came to understand the 
experience of touch as a process of kinesthetic listening in this study, it is useful to go 
back to Steve Paxton’s initial attempt to document and reflect on the experience of 
dancing contact improvisation in the very first few years since the practice was 
introduced in the early 1970’s. Paxton (1975) defines contact improvisation as a 
“duet system … based in the senses of touch and balance” and claims that “it is 
through touching that the information about each other’s movement is transmitted” 
(p. 40). By touching each other, the floor and themselves (internally) while focusing 
on gravity and on giving and taking body weight in a “free improvisation”, the 
partners enter a dynamic of active and passive demands and responses (Paxton, 
1975). Another strong point made by Paxton (1975) which is relevant for this study is 
that contact improvisation works as a system of “cooperation” in which “[n]either 
person is bound to be active or passive for very long, and it is desirable to have the 
intelligence and freedom to choose which mode is appropriate to the ongoing 
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improvisation” (pp. 40-41). Although these key principles were not applied in a 
straightforward manner in this research, they did provide a reference through which 
to experiment outside of the traditional tango framework. In particular, the nexus 
between tango, touch and kinesthetic listening was explored by experimenting with 
what else tango could be if we are not walking and if we are not reproducing a 
particular style of embrace. (See Image 9 and Image 10 below for practical examples 
of what this meant during the studio field work) 
 
 
Image 9: Three tango dancers engaging a touch-based improvisation (1) (Source: Jorge De Araujo, 2017) 
 
The explorations of alternative modes of giving and receiving touch conducted in this 
study involved mainly trying to follow the impulses of the other dancer(s) without 
asserting one’s movement intention, and while paying attention to pressure and 
weight. This opened up the possibility of perceiving how movement impulses are 
transmitted from and to each partner across a wide range of body states (from active 
to passive) and intentions (from demand to response). The practical result of the 
improvisational process was an experience of different modes of being entangled 
with each other’s arms and hands and of different muscular tones associated with the 
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dynamic of yielding or resisting to the partner’s touch. The inquiry led also to an 
expansion of the possible ways of giving and receiving touch through the center of 
body mass and gravity. In the traditional tango framework this center corresponds 
anatomically to the area between the solar plexus and the heart. This is also the area 
through which the movement impulse is conventionally transmitted between leader 
and follower in the face-to-face position. The research field work involved engaging 
the possibility of not having a shared center of mass or gravity, having it in different 
parts of the body and changing it during the improvisation. The result was a better 
understanding of how the felt intimacy of the sense of touch is heightened by 
activating somatic sensitivity in the area between the solar plexus and the heart 
(rather than in other parts of the body) and by keeping the attention there for longer 
intervals of time rather than quickly shifting attention to another point of contact.  
 
 
Image 10: Three tango dancers engaging a touch-based improvisation (2) (Source: Jorge De Araujo, 2017) 
 
Rather than engaging the felt sense of touch by working on the fusion of 
improvisational dance forms, the focus of the explorations leading the study was 
on finding ways to investigate the experience of kinesthetic listening across the 
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internally perceived spectrum between the inside and outside worlds of the dancer. 
In doing so, the heart of the inquiry was gradually found in investigating the 
connection between the sense of giving and of receiving touch. An important 
finding emerging from this work is that the felt sense of giving touch is not 
separate and independent, but rather intertwined and influenced by the felt sense of 
receiving touch, and vice versa. When kinesthetic listening is approached as a 
process of sensing what is being given while, at the same time, sensing also what is 
being received, the somatic experience of shared improvised movement becomes 
less about form and roles and more about the sensations and feelings that are being 
transmitted through the medium of touch. 
 
To increase sensitivity and responsiveness to the perceived connection between 
giving and receiving touch, I made the counter-intuitive decision of setting up 
kinesthetic explorations by arbitrarily separating the roles of the giver and of the 
receiver. Receiving was proposed as the sensing of an improvised process of being 
touched and moved which does not involve active movement demands. Giving was 
proposed as the sensing of an improvised process of touching and moving another 
which does not involve passive movement responses. The somatic experience of 
shared improvised movement showed how difficult it is to genuinely fulfil these 
instructions without stepping out of the moment of movement and without 
bringing mental constructs into the process. The sense of giving and of receiving 
touch and movement emerged from the inquiry as feeding into, rather than being 
separated from, each other. In the absence of a given form to fix the shared 
experience of moving, and of a given set of rules for engaging the exchange past 
the initial separation of roles, the task turned into an intimate and deep process of 
listening to the sensations and feelings transmitted in the space between the 
dancers. Circumscribing the task arbitrarily had the effect of intensifying the 
perception of how sensing touch in improvisation involves the experience of a 
continuum, between giving and receiving, activity and passivity, demands and 
responses. 
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Another key practical step to explore giving and receiving touch as mutually 
inclusive processes of kinesthetic listening was to expand the definition of touch 
beyond the confines of skin-to-skin or skin-to-object exchanges. This involved 
foregrounding the role of the spatial environment as an important element in the 
somatic experience of improvisation. Little’s (2018) analysis of tactile attention in 
contact improvisation is useful for exploring the notion of kinesthetic listening in 
terms of how giving and receiving touch are perceived by the dancers, not as the 
separate acts of independent bodies but as the inside-outside experience of porous 
bodily boundaries. According to Little (2018), in the practice of contact 
improvisation the felt sense of touch, space and listening are explicitly associated to 
define the somatic experience of noticing someone else’s noticing and feeling 
someone else’s attention inside one’s own body. Focusing on the dancer’s sensation 
of the skin as a porous and permeable boundary between body and world, Little 
(2018) suggests that embodiment “exceeds material boundaries making experience 
spatially insistent” (p. 88). This requires learning to be “touchable” in a wider field of 
attention (Little, 2018, p. 85). Drawing on Karen Barad’s philosophical analysis of 
the nature of matter as an entanglement, Little claims that there is an ongoing 
invisible process of giving and receiving tactile attention and attentional touch and 
that this process manifests a “lack of independent, self-contained existence” (Barad, 
2007, p. ix, cited in Little, 2018, p. 87). By bringing these insights into dialogue with 
studio practice, I was led to problematize the assumption that a tango dance begins 
with the intimate physical contact with a partner and to work on ways to develop 
sensitivity and responsiveness to external stimuli by exploring how giving and 
receiving touch work also through space, without direct physical contact. In 
particular, this involved engaging the felt sense of touching and being touched by the 
ground, through the feet. The connection with the ground was experienced and 
understood as a key kinesthetic channel through which to sustain the process of 
noticing the transmission of feelings and sensations between the inside and outside 
worlds. 
 
  
199 
Re-encountering the sense of touch as tango dancer involved experimenting with the 
ways in which the kinesthetic connection with my body, space and other bodies can 
be activated and sustained before engaging intentionally the blueprint of the tango 
duet. Contemporary dance improvisation opened up the radical possibilities of 
exploring the human potentialities of movement and worked as a platform for 
framing the work on improvisational awareness. Contact improvisation provided a 
framework to explore the possibilities of movement in the tactile experience of 
dancing through sustained contact and sharing of weight with other bodies. 
Integrating some practical elements of dance improvisation in the research field work 
was a way to work towards letting go of the intention to find out something about the 
dance of tango, rather than allowing the body to feel the experience of moving and 
touching without expectations. It was a way to experiment with the improvisational 
quality of the moment of movement without having to refer consciously to form, be it 
with the aim of deconstructing or challenging it. Indeed, borrowing De Spain’s 
(2003) expression, the key contribution of dance improvisation to this research is the 
idea that one can develop “improvisational awareness”, that is, the sensitivity needed 
to “find some way to access improvisational experiences right as they are happening” 
(p. 29). Along these lines, the possibility of accessing a somatic state of connection 
with my body and with other dancers was part of the improvisational work framed by 
the explorations conducted in this study. In this sense, it is possible to claim that the 
practice of somatic movement was integrated with rather than applied to the 
processes of the inquiry.  
 
By challenging the habitual perception of touch in tango, this study shows how 
somatic-improvisational awareness involves an experience of being exposed to 
somebody else’s presence. Such an experience is characterized by both intentional 
and unintentional aspects. This finding emerges out of investigating through practice 
how physicality is intertwined with affectivity when kinesthetic listening is 
experienced in the intimate space of contact between two bodies. 
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7.4 Feeling Movement in the Space Between Bodies 
 
The framework of kinesthetic listening developed in this study helps us rethink the 
experience of eros in tango by providing a somatic channel to explore the felt sense 
of touch across bodily boundaries. The relation between touch and eros is 
reconfigured as an open-ended negotiation of the feelings and sensations transmitted 
between the dancers. The study shows how this negotiation requires trying to let go 
of one’s preconceived idea of roles and of form to experiment with the movement 
possibilities emerging in the improvisation. The field work findings were elaborated 
by engaging critically with three main conceptual frameworks: Stern’s (1998) 
discussion of the experience of “affect attunement” in psychoanalysis, Manning’s 
(2007, 2009, 2013) development of the idea of “relational movement” in political 
philosophy and Foster’s (2008) elaboration of the notion of “movement’s contagion” 
in dance studies. 
 
In this study, exploring the kinesthetic connection between giving and receiving 
revealed the possibility of approaching the felt sense of touch as a medium to test 
the boundaries between the world inside and the world outside the dancer. I 
initially approached touch as a medium of kinesthetic listening, which allowed me 
to sense the connection with body and world by bringing the dividing line between 
inside and outside to the surface of somatic awareness. However, from 
approaching the body as a separate, bounded standpoint from which listening 
occurs, I gradually turned the lens of the inquiry towards the transmission of 
kinesthetic sensations and feelings which occurs across the perceived boundaries 
of the skin. This shift involved experimenting with ways to experience and reflect 
not only on how the senses of giving and of receiving are connected through touch, 
but also on how the internal sense of movement influences and is influenced by the 
movement which is perceived as external. I was led to question the assumption that 
the perception of touch is an experience based on a pre-existing identity interacting 
with other pre-existing identities across a separate space. This involved exploring 
how touch as kinesthetic listening contributes to the process of both forming and 
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destabilizing a sense of bodily boundaries by activating the porosity and 
permeability of the living body and of the world of which it is a part. 
 
In imagining and conducting the practice explorations leading the study, the goal 
was to find new ways to approach the relation between internal and external 
movement, not as the opposite poles of a dualism, but as complementary aspects of 
a more complex experience of sensing. The exploration of improvised movement 
was framed as a somatic experience of cutting through the defense of personal 
space and of disarming the sense of a fixed identity. This revealed how insides and 
outsides are perceived as permeating each other rather than as independent entities. 
It was also possible to notice how the perception of boundaries is influenced by the 
qualities of the kinesthetic sensations and of the feelings associated with the 
experience of touching and being touched. The study finds that what is transmitted 
through the medium of touch between dance partners are not only the physical 
sensations involved in moving together but also the feelings involved in opening 
up one’s movement impulses so that they can be perceived by the other. This 
resonates with the results of the studies of the experience of the tango embrace as a 
practice of kinesthetic empathy (Abadi, 2013; Chatzimasoura, 2013; Zubarik, 
2013). The intimate experience of the embrace, claims Zubarik (2013), involves 
“feeling into” the partner’s movement impulses and emotional processes. This 
raises the question of whether it is possible to explore the sense of movement felt 
internally by each partner in the couple by engaging the two individual processes 
of sensing, from two different standpoints. In this study, the experience of sharing 
the internal sensations and feelings of movement through the medium of touch 
involved coping with the uncertainty of not knowing in advance what form shared 
movement would take in the improvisation. Indeed, as a tango dancer stepping 
outside the boundaries of traditional practice, I tried to conduct the inquiry by 
turning the focus away from how the felt sense of touch is framed by the dance 
form. The focus was placed on how framing a somatic experience of sensing touch 
through the enabling constraints of tango helps explore the physical-emotional 
connection between body, world and other bodies while potentially revealing some 
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interesting aspects of the practice of kinesthetic listening which are harder to notice 
when reproducing a given dance form. 
 
As a tango dancer engaging with different improvisational dance modes, I framed the 
experience of “feeling into” the other person’s movement impulses by drawing on the 
notion of “affect attunement” developed by Stern (1998) in his phenomenological 
study of how mother and infant share their affective states through reciprocal 
movements. Stern (1998) proposes “affect attunement” as a process of getting “inside 
of other people’s subjective experience and then let[ting] them know that you have 
arrived there” without using words or engaging cognition more generally (p. 138). 
Attunement is described as the sharing of affective states by engaging playfully with 
the senses without trying to reproduce what is being felt (Stern, 1998). Brickhill 
(2016) uses this lens in her comparative study of tango and contact improvisation to 
advocate the possibility of relaxing the gendered-based, role-based and status-based 
culture of communication which, she argues, characterizes the social experience of 
tango dancing. By stepping outside the traditional framework of the milonga, this 
study provided the opportunity to engage the somatic experience of sensing touch in 
tango as a process of attuning with my body, space and other bodies. Borrowing 
Brickhill’s (2016) words, the inquiry involved deferring “the temptation to slip into 
heteronormative stereotypes” and focusing on “a heightened sensitivity for seeing, 
listening to and recognizing the nuances of a partner’s physical tone and ‘feel’ 
through their muscular and gestural qualities” (p. 179). However, in engaging these 
kinds of processes, which would later be brought under the conceptual umbrella of 
kinesthetic listening, I was led to question the reduction of the touch-based 
experience of a shared improvised dance to the psychological framework of an inter-
personal experience of attunement. The focus was shifted onto what happens between 
the experience of feeling into the other and of being felt by the other. The experience 
of being connected physically and emotionally with the movements of the other 
person was approached as something that is sensed somatically through touch, not as 
occurring in two separate inner spaces but, rather, in the shared inner-outer space of 
the dance. 
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In this study, the experience of kinesthetic listening through the medium of touch 
reveals that what is perceived as an outer space can feel like an inner space and 
that what is perceived as an inner space can feel as an outer space. In the entangled 
experience of giving and receiving touch, the space between the dancers emerges 
as a space in-between: between inner and outer, feeling and being felt, activity and 
passivity, being closed into one’s body and opening to the world. As I was trying 
to connect with the internal states and external movements of my dance partner 
during the field work, it became palpable how something invisible and yet 
substantial between us was unfolding, while I was not intentionally driving it. It is 
as if the world was feeling something and as if that something was becoming 
present to our bodies and to our movements as we were witnessing its unfolding. 
In the sustained act of kinesthetic listening, I have begun to witness how the sense 
of an inner space is felt haptically as something that occurs also outside, in the 
space of movement shared with others. In experiencing the inner and outer edges 
of movement, the body is felt as part of the space rather than merely moving across 
it. 
 
These findings can be further elaborated with reference to Manning’s (2007, 2009, 
2013) understanding of the felt sense of touch in dancing tango as an experience of 
“relational movement”. Manning (2013) refers to the experience of the space 
between the dancers as a space which is not separate from their individual bodies 
and which opens a channel to feel the collective and transformative force of affect 
which is at work through the dance. Drawing on Manning’s (2013) relational 
understanding of the body, the exploration of kinesthetic listening in this study 
reveals that a key aspect of what is being shared in the space in-between is the 
porosity and permeability of bodily boundaries to the external world. The 
boundaries of my sense of movement are not rigidly identifiable with the sense of 
having a pre-existing body separate from the world. Rather, kinesthetic listening 
emerges as a process of transmission in which my body participates as both 
channel and substance without being reduced to the intentional experience of 
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exchange. Movement unfolds in the shared inside-outside space of sensing touch 
as the experience of a force-field that cuts through the body of the other person 
into my body and through my body into the other person’s body. This is a process 
through which the boundaries of the skin, of space and of perceptions are tested. 
 
Manning’s (2007, 2009, 2013) idea of “relational movement” is useful to elaborate 
the insights emerging through practice by focusing on the affective experience of 
dancing tango as it emerges in the porous and permeable space between bodies. 
However, this study extends the analysis of the space in-between beyond the 
customary framework of tango practice within which Manning’s philosophy is 
positioned. By working with the enabling constraints of tango outside the context 
of the milonga and without trying to reproduce the external form of the dance, it 
becomes possible to extend the experience of kinesthetic listening to encompass 
also the possibility of a sense of dissonance emerging between the dancers. Indeed, 
working in the shared inner-outer space allows for the possibility of being 
surprised by how the felt sense of a dissonance in the relational experience of 
movement can become a creative resource for the improvisation. Dancers are 
called to experiment with the possibility of being in a feeling state together while 
not knowing how they will feel during the experience of sharing and how their 
shared movements will look. During the inquiry this process was facilitated by 
going through tasks, such as that of giving and receiving touch, using physical 
parameters such as pouring weight and pressure into and out of the ground and of 
another body. I also worked with kinesthetic images such as sharing ground, 
sharing weight, sharing breath and sharing the center of gravity. To explore the felt 
experience of sensing touch as the unintentional unfolding of shared movement I 
brought into the inquiry the notion of “movement’s contagion” developed by 
Foster (2008).  
 
The contagious experience of movement is analyzed by Foster (2008) from the 
angle of performance, that is, as something occurring when someone’s movement 
is watched by someone else. In this study, I am approaching the notion of 
  
205 
contagion from the specific angle of what happens in the shared experience of 
moving together while focusing on the combined work of the sense of touch and 
the kinesthetic sense. Touch (rather than sight) is engaged as the main perceptual 
channel through which movement can have a contagious effect across bodily 
boundaries. In the particular experiences of moving through touching/touching 
through moving engaged during this inquiry, the physical and personal boundaries 
between the source and the recipient of contagion tend to be blurred. Indeed, both 
the processes and the outcomes of contagion are explored here in terms of how 
kinesthetic listening can alter the perception of bodily boundaries as porous and 
permeable and give access to a felt sense of the partner’s movements. In particular, 
the nexus between contagion and kinesthetic listening is explored by working on 
ways of connecting with the movements of the other person through the medium of 
touch while witnessing how one is being impacted upon in the process of giving 
and receiving touch. The notion of contagion lends itself, both metaphorically and 
kinesthetically, to a consideration of the risks involved in an intimate tactile 
exchange. As bodies carry germs, bacteria and viruses that can infect other bodies 
through touch, it is arguable that they also carry sensations and feelings that can 
have an impact on other dancers through touch. Exploring the experience of 
sensing touch in improvisation using the notion of contagion allows us to consider 
the danger of something unexpected, destabilizing, or even unwelcome being 
transmitted across bodily boundaries. This danger is particularly relevant when we 
consider that kinesthetic listening can involve sharing one’s inner space in the 
outer space of moving with someone else. However, this study reveals that touch 
as a contagious experience can also be an opportunity to access internal impulses 
which are perceived as other to one’s habitual sense of self. In improvisational 
terms, this arising potentiality can be described as the feeling of being surprised 
and of being alive.  
 
Foster’s (2008) notion of “movement’s contagion” helps us rethink the relation 
between touch and eros in tango by revealing how the sensations and the feelings 
transmitted between the partners can touch them, both physically and affectively, in 
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unknown ways. As a process of allowing, kinesthetic listening involves 
acknowledging that, in giving, I am also receiving and, in receiving, I am also giving. 
This perceptual dynamic involves an experience of sharing. However, the study finds 
that not all that is felt as given by one is felt as received by the other, and that not all 
that is felt as received by one is felt as given by the other. This points to the 
incompleteness of the experience of sharing. What can be found in the shared space 
is bigger in terms of potentialities than what one perceives in the act of sharing. What 
I am perceiving as “my giving is being received” or “my receiving is being given” is 
smaller than the shared space between giving and receiving. One way to reflect on 
this experience is by considering the possibility of the shared space between inside 
and outside not being locked into one’s sense of self and into one’s body-image. In 
turn, this realization can be understood as an outcome of differentiating the 
experience of moving together as a commitment to a fixed form and role and as a 
commitment to exploring the shared inner space in the outer space of movement.  
 
The differentiation between understanding eros in tango as the outcome of dancing 
the form, and as the kinesthetic experience of sharing the inner space, can be 
articulated by readdressing the role of polarity in the exchange between the dancers. 
Working on giving and receiving touch reveals how the presence of someone else in 
the space of one’s sense of movement cannot be reduced to a fusion of impulses 
without breaking the tension which keeps the perception of the space in-between 
alive. If the two poles of the exchange were to fuse, if the energies of the two dancers 
were to become one, what would happen to the energy force-field which is felt as a 
shared inner-outer space? Who is the source and who is the recipient of the contagion 
across the internal-external and giving-receiving spectrum of experience? These 
questions can be addressed in terms of how, as a process of contagion, the felt sense 
of moving together moment-by-moment travels in two directions, not only one. 
Kinesthetic listening involves letting go of the intention to move in a particular way 
and being aware of what is happening when the body is touching and being touched. 
Both sides of the physical-emotional transmission of signals—my body and the other 
body—are contagious. Both sides are affected by contagion. The negotiation of 
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movement impulses occurs in the space unfolding between the two poles. Drawing a 
parallel with the contagion of diseases, the body which is being infected by viruses or 
germs transmitted through air and skin is not a sterile body. It is also a body which 
infects other bodies.  
 
Shifting between closing and opening the eyes while giving and receiving touch is a 
practical example of how the porous space between the inside and outside poles of 
moving together can be accessed and activated in the experience of kinesthetic 
listening. At a superficial level, closing the eyes can be associated with an experience 
of getting lost internally and of losing sight of the partner’s body and of the 
kinesthetic qualities of space. On the other hand, opening the eyes can be 
superficially associated with an experience of losing sight of the internal life of the 
body and of getting lost in the movement outside. However, the inquiry shows how 
these felt experiences of closure and opening are actually not opposed but entangled 
with each other. In fact, while in moving together with the eyes closed, one can 
perceive a sense of influencing the partner’s movements in the outer space, in 
moving together with the eyes open one can perceive a sense of being influenced by 
the partner’s movements in the inner space. This example supports the claim that, 
when approached as a medium of contagion, the sense of touch is felt as a 
transmission of sensations and feelings across bodily boundaries, rather than as 
something which exists within and belongs to an individual body. The two poles of 
the contagion (my body and your body) are not two separate insides divided by an 
empty outside. Rather, each body is already entangled in a broader field of movement 
potentialities. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This chapter has discussed the key insights which emerged in the study: insights 
regarding re-encountering the felt sense of touch while trying to let go of the 
attachments to what identifies me as a tango dancer. By engaging contemporary and 
contact dance improvisation modes of movement inquiry while working with the 
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enabling constraints of the tango duet, it was possible to rethink the relation between 
touch and eros in tango as an ongoing perceptual negotiation of feelings and 
movement possibilities experienced in the indeterminate space between the inside 
and outside worlds of the dancer. By articulating some possible pathways for 
challenging the habitual perception of touch in tango, the framework of kinesthetic 
listening allows for the exploration of such negotiation as an experience of shared 
movement improvisation which exceeds the customary framework of tango practice. 
While in the discourse of tango exposing one’s movement impulses to another dancer 
is generally understood as an experience of fusing the two halves into a whole, this 
study reconsiders the relation between touch and eros as an experience of feeling into 
and being felt which does not dissolve the tensions between the dancers. Touch in 
tango emerges from the inquiry as an opening towards a shared process of growth 
which is not defined by a given form and by fixed roles. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
At the beginning of this thesis I invited the reader to close the eyes, recall the 
feeling of a hand placed on the skin, and imagine being moved by that hand. The 
key premise of this research is that we have limited awareness of what happens 
inside our body as we experience infinite moments like this as part of our life. And 
yet knowing how touch works kinesthetically, that is, as a sense connected with 
our lived experience of movement, could make a difference to the way we 
understand the relation between our sense of self and our sense of the world of 
which we are part; not as an opposition, or an interaction, but as a continuum. In 
fact, while only an infinitesimal proportion of external inputs are grasped by the 
conscious mind, sensing and feeling the body as a living process of awareness, that 
is, as a soma, opens up alternative channels to connect movement with the rich 
substratum of responses underpinning our relation with the environment below and 
before conscious awareness. The aim of this study is to articulate an experiential 
framework to research the sense of touch felt in such simple, and yet very 
profound, acts of listening through the enabling constraints of the dance of tango. 
 
The study approached the question of how a tango dancer might re-encounter, 
document and reflect on the felt sense of touch by framing a series of somatic 
experiences outside the traditional setting of tango practice. I engaged an internal 
connection with the kinesthetic sense while exploring an attitude of sensitivity and 
responsiveness to the spatial environment and to what is felt by others in the 
experience of moving together. The focus was shifted from exploring tango as a 
dance-form to investigating how its constraints help explore and understand touch 
as a kinesthetic experience of listening. Rather than taking for granted the blueprint 
of the tango duet as a starting point—two people standing in front of each other, 
ready to dance together in an intimate space, focusing on touch—I explored 
kinesthetically what facilitates or limits the possibility of this connection in the 
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first place. The research was not an attempt to reject or be freed from the 
constraints of the tango framework. Rather, I tried to find out what is enabled by 
working with these constraints in terms of somatic awareness and of perceptual 
readiness to engage with the world. 
 
Re-encountering touch as an act of listening imbricated with the sense of 
movement required letting go of some of the attachments to the discourse of tango 
identity formed during nearly ten years of practice in the traditional social setting 
of the milonga. Working on somatic awareness, and particularly on 
improvisational awareness, by engaging contemporary and contact dance practices, 
I was able to find new ways to notice how my body is loaded with habits and 
meanings which might become obstacles to encountering the moment of touch 
with freshness and curiosity. This led to the possibility of exploring how what 
unfolds in the moment of touch can be surprising and conducive to new ways of 
moving and thinking. Rather than holding on to what I thought I knew about tango 
as a form impressed on my body from the outside-in, I have engaged a search for 
what else tango could be as an expression of my movement impulses from the 
inside-out. Valuable insights on touch in tango emerged from exploring how 
kinesthetic listening works at the meeting point between the two, apparently 
opposed, outside-in and inside-out trajectories of the inquiry. 
 
A somatic methodological approach was developed in this study which allowed for 
the experience and understanding of touch as a transmission of sensations and 
feelings which are sensed in and as the permeable space between bodies. This led 
to me to question the assumption that moving together is based on the partners’ 
pre-existing sense of their bodies and of their skin boundaries. In particular, this 
passage involved focusing the exploration on the sense of giving and receiving 
touch to discover how one is perceptually related with the other. Engaging 
critically with the notions of “affect attunement” (Stern, 1998), “relational 
movement” (Manning, 2007, 2009, 2013) and “movement’s contagion” (Foster, 
2008) allowed me to shed some light on how a shared movement improvisation 
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involves not only finding what one’s body needs, but also discovering how one’s 
body is being felt in relation with what is sensed and felt by others. Connecting 
with the outside world was met during the research as a process which goes on 
mostly below or before the level of consciousness, not only through skin-touch, but 
also through the medium of space.  
 
The study involved experimenting with how, by moving away from and towards 
the idea of tango, new impulses and inputs are allowed to feed into the haptic 
perception of movement as a process of becoming. The research shows that 
engaging touch by trying to consciously grasp what is happening in the present 
moment endangers the very possibility of listening through the soma; that is, of 
listening to what exceeds the territory of the conscious mind. Noticing how 
unexpected gaps destabilize the coherence of the intentional process of movement 
has an enlivening effect on the felt sense of touch and movement. Framing the 
study of kinesthetic listening through the enabling constraints of tango brought to 
the foreground the continuous negotiation of movement impulses which occurs 
between the dancers in the somatic experience of improvising together. In turn, this 
led me to problematize the relation between touch and eros in tango as a fusion of 
sensations and feelings through which the dance partners are reduced to the couple 
and the improvised movements are reduced to the form. This research instead 
concludes that touch in tango as a kinesthetic experience of listening can be 
approached and understood as a shared practice of freedom which engages 
constraints and dissonances without dissolving them into an ideal unison. 
 
In what follows, I will discuss how the notion of touch as kinesthetic listening 
articulated in this research contributes to the field of somatics in dance improvisation 
by enriching the somatic understanding of the tango dance. This contribution to 
knowledge will be discussed with particular reference to the elaboration and 
documentation of a somatic methodological framework for exploring touch in tango 
which offers a bridge between tango studies and studies of contemporary and contact 
dance improvisation. Then I will discuss the limitations of the study and its main 
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implications for future research. In particular, I will consider what questions remain 
to be addressed and what other research possibilities and needs this study leads to. I 
will also consider what the experiential framework for kinesthetic listening 
developed in this study might imply in terms of the question of tango identities and 
how they are shifting worldwide. The chapter concludes by considering how the 
learning from this project can lead to other research and practice work. 
 
An Experiential Framework for Kinesthetic Listening 
 
Positioned in the field of somatics in dance improvisation, this study engages touch 
as a medium of kinesthetic awareness within both tango research and research in 
contemporary and contact dance improvisation. The study contributes to knowledge 
at the meta-level of its first-person methodological approach and practice-led 
orientation. The methodological insights of the research are intertwined with the 
discussion and documentation of the diverse range of movement explorations 
conducted during the field work. In exploring tango somatically, the study draws 
together three main bodies of work: the dance-led research on tactile-kinesthetic 
awareness in shared improvisation focused on the fusion of forms and attitudes of 
tango and contact improvisation (see, in particular, Pegorer, 2013, 2014b; Fournier et 
al., 2014; Franceschelli, 2016); the studies, mainly in social anthropology, of touch in 
tango as a practice of kinesthetic empathy which involves the transmission of both 
physical sensations and emotional feelings (see, in particular, Cant, 2012; Abadi, 
2013; Chatzimasoura, 2013; Zubarik, 2013); and the philosophical inquiry by Erin 
Manning on touch in tango as a trope to a describe a different “politics of touch” and 
develop a paradigm of “relational movement” (Manning, 2007, 2009, 2013). The 
study identifies a key investigative thread which cuts across these three bodies of 
research: the felt sense of touch is approached as a process of transmission which 
occurs in the porous and permeable space between the dancers, not inside the 
dancer’s body as a separate entity. Touch as kinesthetic listening is articulated as a 
conceptual framework for studying this inside-outside process of sensing the giving 
and receiving of impulses through the enabling constraints of tango. This framework 
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makes a contribution to knowledge by sustaining the exploration of how the felt 
sense of touch in tango emerges as a process of becoming somatically aware of 
environmental stimuli and of the impulses of other bodies in the shared space of 
improvised movement. 
 
By developing an understanding of touch as a medium of kinesthetic listening, this 
research aims to form a bridge between studies of the traditional framework of tango 
and studies of contemporary and contact dance improvisation. While not seeking to 
consciously apply somatic and improvisational principles, the conceptual and 
methodological framework elaborated in this study engages the understandings of 
kinesthetic awareness which characterize contemporary dance improvisation 
scholarship and practice (De Spain, 2003, 2014; Millard, 2012, 2015; Fraser, 2014, 
2015). In particular, to explore the ways in which touch is sensed as a medium of 
awareness in the processes of giving and receiving pressure and weight and of 
yielding and resisting energy, I have engaged with contact improvisation methods 
and tools of movement inquiry (Paxton, 1975, 1977, 1986, 1987, 2003; Novack, 
1990; Cohen Bull, 1997; Stark-Smith, 2003; Little, 2014, 2018). By targeting touch 
as a medium for sharing sensations and feelings, the research provides new insights 
for thinking about and practicing sensitivity and responsiveness in dance 
improvisation. At the same time, by elaborating an experiential framework for 
engaging tango as a somatic experience of improvisation, it enriches the practice and 
understanding of how movement awareness works in relationship with others. 
 
As a framework to investigate the somatic experience of touch in tango, kinesthetic 
listening emerged in this study within the limits of conscious awareness. However, 
the inquiry shows how, when it is the soma which is allowed to listen, the felt sense 
of touch exceeds the experience of something being grasped by the conscious mind 
as the representation of the dance form. Engaging touch in tango somatically allowed 
me to explore, document and articulate how the openness and exposure to haptic 
stimuli makes the soma available to being affected both physically and emotionally 
by the outside world. Using the metaphor of a body which is infected by germs or 
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viruses travelling across the boundary of the skin, working on the edges between an 
idea of tango and the experience of the unknown involves allowing the soma to 
respond organically to the infection without having to stop being exposed to the 
environment. Drawing on this parallel, this study contributes to the dance-led 
research on tango conducted by other practitioner-researchers by developing an 
approach to touch and improvisation (the infection) which does not rely on the fusion 
of existing forms and attitudes (the cure). I am referring in particular to the 
contribution this study makes to the body of research on the fusion of the dance 
forms of tango and contact improvisation (see Pegorer, 2013, 2014b; Fournier et al., 
2014; Franceschelli, 2016).  
 
By elaborating the conceptual and practical framework of touch as kinesthetic 
listening, the study provides new ways to engage improvisational awareness in tango 
as a perceptual negotiation of both resonant and dissonant movement experiences 
with the dance partner. The formal boundaries of the tango dance are expanded by 
working across a spectrum of kinesthetic possibilities where the forms of tango and 
of other improvisational dance modes do not constitute the two given (conscious) 
ends of the exploration. In fact, kinesthetic listening involves experimenting with the 
infinite possibilities of sharing the inner and outer space by sensing touch in 
improvisation. Along these lines, the framework articulated in this study provides 
tango dancers with concrete resources to re-engage touch as a medium through which 
they can defuse the pressure to conform to a given image of their body and of their 
movements. It also provides a reference point for other researchers to study touch in 
tango, both inside and outside the traditional setting of the milonga, by exploring 
somatic improvisational awareness through the enabling constraints of the dance. The 
boundaries of what is conventionally implied by the duet form and rules of the tango 
dance are expanded by shifting the focus on what is actually shared kinesthetically by 
the dancers. 
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Limitations of the Research 
 
As my body was the site of the inquiry, it was also its main limitation. I am referring 
to the limits involved in experiencing the body as a process of awareness in which the 
felt sense of touch is brought to consciousness through movement and language. As 
the main inquirer, I have worked towards increasing the very small percentage of 
external stimuli processed by the conscious mind by allowing the soma to do the 
listening with less cognitive interference. However, in trying to activate and sustain a 
connection with somatic feelings and sensations, I was confronted with four main 
limitations: limited time, limited capacity to access and articulate preconscious states, 
limited skills in alternative improvisational dance modes and a limited network of 
research participants.  
 
The time constraints of the standard doctoral process of inquiry were exacerbated by 
the attempt to confront my body-image and movement habits without applying 
somatic and improvisational principles consciously and willfully. This approach 
allowed an organic process of becoming to take place during the field work and the 
writing-up of the thesis. However, the study cuts a very long somatic process short so 
that something can be brought back and coherently articulated. Moreover, while 
somatic practices provided some tools to engage preconscious states in the first-
person experience of movement, reflecting on these states and writing about them 
involved a difficult process of translation. In this study, this difficulty was related in 
particular with the process of expressing with language what is felt through direct 
physical contact with another body. Within the time constraints of the project I was 
confronted also with the challenge of developing the sensitivity and responsiveness 
needed to explore my own sense of movement and its connection with the movement 
of other bodies and with the qualities of the spatial environment. This challenge was 
associated with my limited experience of other improvisational dance modes outside 
the traditional framework of tango practice. Finally, mainly due to the innovativeness 
of the study for the Australian dance landscape and to my condition as a newly 
arrived migrant, the outcomes of the study are influenced by the limited access to 
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research participants with a consolidated experience across the 
tango/contact/contemporary dance improvisation spectrum. This limitation was felt in 
particular during the second half of the project, when a studio improvisation lab was 
set up to explore the connection with other dancers. 
 
Open Questions on Kinesthetic Listening 
 
Pointing towards the future implications of the study requires reflecting on its past 
trajectories to tease out what questions remain to be addressed and what other 
possibilities and needs the research leads to. This involves, first of all, considering 
how a study which was triggered by the sense of touch felt while dancing tango in the 
traditional setting of the milonga turned into a study of tango as a particular case in 
the field of somatics in dance improvisation, with a focus on listening. A key 
trajectory can be identified to describe this passage as a process of disarming the self 
and opening to the other. Entangling tango with contemporary and contact dance 
improvisation helped me to learn how to be more comfortable with the strangeness of 
the unknown in the encounter between my body, another body and the environment. 
The implications of the research are also the implications of this challenging change 
of attitude and of the level of vulnerability it implies. As other, I was compelled to 
listen so that I could find the place of my body in the world. But I did not know how 
to do it yet. I did not have the methods and the tools to do it. In bringing back some 
insights from this journey into tango, I am led to recognize how re-encountering 
touch as kinesthetic listening improves the capacity to experience the felt presence of 
other bodies as a provocation, or even as a challenge for my self-image as a dancer. I 
am also led to recognize how a different approach and experience of the dance is 
made available to other dancers through my body. But what are the questions that 
slipped out of this coherent narrative? What was forgotten along the way of the 
research? 
 
Set as a process of moving towards otherness and vulnerability, the research has left 
open the question of how approaching the practice of tango as a shared act of 
  
217 
listening involves also the creative and cultural challenge of affirming a shared 
language of listening. The study does not address the question of how tango dancers 
can develop a shared movement vocabulary to express this inside-outside process of 
connecting with each other. The idea of working with the enabling constraints of 
tango for experimenting with the unknown boundaries of a shared movement 
improvisation has led to a research approach geared towards the deconstruction of 
such constraints. What about what is being constructed in the process of kinesthetic 
listening? The open question of how the work on construction can be combined with 
that on deconstruction is linked with the emerging need to deepen and expand the 
understanding of the relation between intentionality and non-intentionality in the 
process of sensing external inputs in the improvisational space between the dancers. 
In fact, the research was explicitly focused on making room for the non-intentional. 
Investigating the intentional processes of kinesthetic listening in more depth could be 
a way to link the study of somatic awareness in tango with how such awareness 
influences the external form of the dance. It could also be a way to generate new 
insights about the agency of the inner-outer space unfolding between the dancers. 
 
The second important open question in the framework of touch as kinesthetic 
listening developed in this study has to do with the ways in which the improvisational 
awareness and somatic activation of the in-between space of the dancers might be 
seen and felt by a viewer. At a macro level, adding the element of being watched to 
the kinesthetic exploration of touch in tango involves considering how the presence 
of another person watching from outside the direct sphere of shared improvised 
movement (observation, in fact, can occur also from within such a sphere) affects 
what is pursued and perceived by the dancers. It also requires considering how the 
viewer is impacted by witnessing the dancers and how the qualities of the space of 
the improvisation are altered by the felt sense of watching and being watched. The 
first step in approaching this new situation could be to ask what the dancers want the 
viewer to see and what the viewer is seeing. Is the viewer seeing tango being danced, 
a deconstruction of the dance form, the contamination of tango with contact and 
contemporary improvisation, or a combination of these options? This kind of 
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thinking is problematic because it implies a communication which occurs between 
two separate and impermeable poles (the dancers as the givers and the viewer as the 
receiver of the signal) and which works only one-way (from the dancers to the 
viewer) through different representations of the moving body (in this case, different 
improvisational forms). The kinesthetic transmission of sensations and feelings 
between dancers and viewer is left unexplored. Another way to address the question 
of how being watched might alter the sense of touch felt in the shared improvisation 
involves considering a possible expansion of the field of kinesthetic listening to 
encompass also the space between dancers and viewer in the exploration. How does 
the presence of a viewer modify the perception of giving and receiving touch and of 
the shared space between the dancers? How does the exploration of the space 
between the dancers change the viewer’s perception? How is somatic awareness 
influenced by including also the connection with the viewer in the exploration of 
sensitivity and responsiveness? These challenges can be approached by applying and 
expanding the understanding of touch as a felt sense of “movement’s contagion” 
discussed in this study with reference to Foster’s (2008) conceptual framework. 
Following this trajectory, the space between dancers and viewer could be explored as 
an experience of feeling into and being felt by another which occurs physically and 
emotionally below and before conscious awareness. This would involve exploring 
also the connection between watching and touching and between being watched as 
being touched as entangled aspects of the contagion.  
 
Potential Implications for Research on Tango Identities 
 
By developing a methodological framework to explore touch in tango as an 
experience of kinesthetic listening, this study opens up new opportunities for 
addressing the question of tango identities and how they are shifting worldwide (e.g., 
classic tango, new tango, feminist tango, queer tango, contemporary tango, contact 
tango, etc.). Practicing somatic improvisational awareness on the edges of the idea of 
what tango is or should be challenges us to re-approach the problem of the dissonant 
voices which are marginalized by the mainstream framework of tango dance. The 
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study provides new insights to explore how developing sensitivity and 
responsiveness to external stimuli, and particularly to the physical histories of other 
bodies, can be conducive to personal, creative and cultural evolution. However, the 
potential implications of researching the nexus between tango as a somatic 
experience and as a sociocultural phenomenon were not investigated in this study and 
are beyond its scope.  
 
The practice framework of kinesthetic listening developed in this study provides a 
resource to re-engage the challenge of plurality in tango dance as a process of 
disarming one’s body-image in the act of sensing, feeling and moving together. 
Drawing on De Spain’s (2003) approach to dance improvisation as a process of 
discovery about our self and our world, what was brought back from the process of 
trying to let go of my attachments as a tango dancer is an understanding of the felt 
sense of touch which is not premised on an initial opposition between my given 
(internal) sense of self and the given (external) world of tango. The focus shifts to 
how listening through touch to the transmission of kinesthetic sensations and feelings 
occurring in the space between the dancers brings to the surface their ongoing 
perceptual negotiation. This fundamental negotiation tends to be covered up by the 
normative pressure of form and roles. The main criticality faced by the dancer in this 
process has to do not only with how the mainstream framework of the dance can be 
made more inclusive of the demands of a different identity – based, for example, on 
different attitudes towards sex, gender or form. From the perspective of listening, the 
dancer is faced with the challenge of accessing, sharing and sustaining the somatic 
experience of improvisational awareness in a collective space which is inevitably 
characterized by the pressures of normativity. Practicing tango as an act of 
kinesthetic listening cuts across the false dichotomy between submitting to the given 
conditions of the environment, on the one hand, and trying to impose a different 
identity on it by destabilizing the idea of given and static boundaries between inside 
and outside, self and world, on the other hand. An alternative option is made 
available by this research which involves engaging a fluid process of active 
adaptation to different partners and different moments.  
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While not being targeted directly at sociocultural issues such as gender and sexual 
conflicts, the model of kinesthetic listening can contribute to advance these causes. 
This could happen by helping expand, deepen and make visible the living gap of 
potentialities unfolding moment-by-moment between the forms and norms of the 
tango tradition and the creative responses expressed by the dancers. Rather than 
imagining another tango, or other tangos flowing under the surface of a well-
rehearsed system of sociocultural relations, this research provides new resources to 
engage tango practice as an evolutionary system of acts travelling in new and 
unexpected directions without a fixed center. 
 
What Next? 
 
I will conclude by considering how the learning from this project can lead the way to 
future work. The study has entailed a mostly individual movement inquiry aimed at 
exploring the practical and conceptual understanding of the felt sense of touch in 
tango. The next steps involve finding ways to share and test the framework of 
kinesthetic listening in practice, teaching, and research, so that its insights can be 
deepened, consolidated and formalized into a body of knowledge transferable outside 
the boundaries of the milonga and, potentially, across the field of the performing arts. 
There are two elements central to this endeavor: the embodied practices of dance and 
movement; and other bodies to work with, collaboratively. To let the learning that 
has emerged in this project inform future work implies opening up to the possibility 
of engaging with multiple contexts—both inside and outside formal institutional 
structures—and of allowing the methodological framework of inquiry to change as a 
response to shifting contexts and practices. As with a tango dance, where, when the 
touch is over, the power of listening is released into the broader horizon of possible 
encounters, so the end of this project announces the process of becoming available to 
an unknown network of potential and opportunities. 
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polit́ica y negación’, also titled: ‘Sindromtango: una ópera grotesca’, PhD 
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Appendix 1: Research Ethics Documents 
 
 
TO:  Participant  
 
Plain Language Statement 
 
Date:  
Full Project Title: A somatic exploration of relational movement in Argentine tango 
Principal Researcher: Dr Rea Dennis 
Student Researcher: Raffaele Rufo  
Associate Researcher(s): Dr Jo Raphael, Dr Sally Gardner  
 
This ‘Plain Language Statement and Consent Form’ is 9 pages long. Please read all 
the pages before making a decision about participating or not participating in the 
project.  
 
1. Your Consent 
 
You are invited to take part in this research project. 
 
This Plain Language Statement contains detailed information about the research 
project. Its purpose is to explain to you as openly and clearly as possible all the 
procedures involved in this project so that you can make a fully informed decision on 
whether you are going to participate.  
 
Please read this Plain Language Statement carefully. Feel free to ask questions about 
any information in the document. You may also wish to discuss the project with a 
relative or friend or your local health worker. Feel free to do this. 
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Once you understand what the project is about and if you agree to take part in it, you 
will be asked to sign the Consent Form. By signing the Consent Form, you indicate 
that you understand the information and that you give your consent to participate in 
the research project. 
 
You will be given a copy of the Plain Language Statement and Consent Form to keep 
as a record. 
 
2. Purpose and Background 
 
The purpose of this project is to explore relational movement in Argentine tango by 
using the lens of “somatics”. This means that movement will be studied from a first-
person perspective as an internally perceived and interpreted mind-body phenomenon 
A studio investigation will take place in which the student researcher will practice 
dance improvisation with a group of selected participants trying to develop a deeper 
awareness of the basic constructs of tango as a relational dance - with particular focus 
on the binaries between, for example, leading or following, male role or female role, 
initiation or response, etc. A total of 6-10 people will participate in this project on a 
stable basis. Other people might be invited or might choose to participate as a one-
shot appearance. 
 
The investigation will be conducted working both from within and from without the 
partner dance frames of Argentine tango. To explore the nature and process of 
improvising movement with another body (with and without physical contact), a 
range of strategies and tools will be employed that are borrowed from other somatic 
dance practices and disciplines (e.g., Contact Improvisation and Laban Movement 
Analysis). It is hoped that, by digging into the fundamental principles of tango, the 
project will enrich our understanding of the kinesthetic-tactile-affective modes in 
which dancers – and human beings more in general – can connect with one another. 
The studio exploration will result in the creation of an improvised dance 
performance.  
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This is the project of student, Raffaele Rufo, and will be conducted towards the 
degree of PhD. Raffaele Rufo has a background in phenomenological inquiry and 
theatre training and has been dancing Argentine tango since 2009. He has been 
teaching dance classes both independently and for dance studios for several years and 
has created several dance-theatre shows and street installations. His original work 
The Tango Touch was presented in August 2016 at Melbourne Fringe Festival and 
has participated to La Mama Theatre Explorations Series in November 2016. Rufo 
has also worked with disadvantaged youths and cultural communities in Italy in 
collaboration with the Ministry of Education. His Musical Theatre Project for Student 
Retention won a national prize for social responsibility in 2014. The pedagogical 
implications of his somatic movement approach were presented at the 2015 and 2016 
Melbourne Public Pedagogies Conference. He is currently collaborating as artist 
educator with the Melbourne University Master of Entrepreneurship.  
 
You are invited to participate in this research because you are believed to have the 
particular physical and creative skills and the intellectual attitude and interests 
required for this project. 
 
The results of this research may be used to help student Raffaele Rufo to obtain a 
PhD degree. 
 
3. Funding 
 
This research project is totally funded by Deakin University. 
 
4. Procedures and Methods 
 
Participation in this project will involve attendance at practice sessions once or twice 
weekly over a period of seventeen months from July 2017 to November 2018. The 
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group practice sessions will take place in room P 1.29 or B1.48 at Deakin University, 
Burwood. Each session will be between two and four hours long. 
 
Participants will be asked to take part in a creative process of active experimental 
inquiry, which will involve: warming up; practicing basic somatic principles and 
qualities of relational movement through ‘hands on’ tasks; experimenting with shared 
dance improvisation and dance techniques in couples and groups; and practicing 
performing relational improvisation. The process will involve also observing other 
participants and sharing-describing-discussing the experience of both dancing and 
watching. At the beginning of each lab, participants will be invited to consider a set 
of dance scores, i.e., of verbal propositions relating to bodily or movement notions as 
possible frameworks for the exploration. Participants will have the option of deciding 
whether and to what extent they will focus their work on scores. After each session 
the researcher will write notes to describe the experience of relational movement and 
dance improvisation from his first-person internal perspective. Between sessions the 
researcher will analyze journal entries to support the preparation of new dance scores. 
 
There will be no interviews to participants involved in the research process. It is 
hoped that knowledge will emerge out of doing the movement work together and by 
engaging in continuous feedback sessions – at the beginning, during and at the end of 
each lab. The organic development of the exploration will be presented every three 
months to an invited audience as ‘open’ practice sessions. These open sessions will 
not be performances in the conventional meaning of the term. They will be conducted 
in the same way as the previous sessions, the only difference being that people will 
be invited to watch.  
 
The group of dancers, including the student researcher, may also perform the results 
of the investigation at the end of the project. You may be asked to participate in the 
performance. The performance will take place at Deakin University. The audience 
will consist of examiners as well as members of the general public. Open practice 
sessions and performances may be videoed – with participants’ consent – for the 
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purpose of documenting the development of the creative work. Participants will have 
an opportunity to watch footage. It is possible that video material will form part of 
the final PhD exegesis. 
 
The project will be monitored by the student researcher – who will be present at all 
practice sessions – and by regular discussions between the student researcher and 
participants, which will involve also watching and commenting video footage. 
Monitoring will also be ensured by the regular attendance of a Deakin University 
supervisor. 
 
5. Possible Benefits 
 
Likely benefits of the project for participants include: a rigorous context to strengthen 
their body-based as well as their philosophical method of practice; an opportunity to 
deepen their understanding of Argentine tango and extend their perspective to include 
other principles, methods and techniques in the broader field of somatic movement 
studies; and personal and professional development with experiences and insights 
that are applicable also in a range of other contexts. However, we cannot guarantee or 
promise that you will receive any benefits from this research. 
 
The research will also benefit the community of dance practitioners and researchers 
internationally, and have flow on effects for the place and value of Tango more 
specifically as a social practice and art form. 
 
6. Possible Risks 
 
This research will create no additional risk above and beyond that normally 
associated with dance practice and performance – a small risk of injury. Participants 
will be encouraged to attune to their body as well as to the body of their dance 
partners and will be invited to take responsibility for their own safe dance practice. It 
will be care of PhD candidate running the project to constantly remind them that they 
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can always stop dancing when they feel uncomfortable or in danger, and that they are 
welcome to communicate any concerns that might arise during the project. 
 
Participants should feel free to withdraw or suspend their participation at any time. 
Should any participants choose to withdraw from the project, there will be no 
repercussions.  
 
There might be additional unforeseen or unknown risks. 
 
7. Privacy, Confidentiality and Disclosure of Information 
 
You may be recorded with a video camera during this research project. Any footage 
recorded will be kept by the student researcher in a secure place; a passport protected 
server at Deakin Burwood campus. The footage will be stored for five years from the 
completion of the project after which it will be destroyed. 
 
Any information obtained in connection with this project and that can identify you 
will remain confidential. It will only be disclosed with your permission, subject to 
legal requirements.  
 
You may be asked to participate in the performance, although the researcher does not 
guarantee that you will be asked to participate and there is no obligation for you to 
do. If you do participate in the performance, you will be identifiable as a 
dancer/performer. You will not be identifiable in the written exegesis. 
 
8. Results of Project 
 
The research will result in a series of open practice sessions, a public performance 
and a written exegesis. You may be asked to participate in the performance in which 
case you will be identifiable as a dancer/performer. You will not be identifiable in the 
written exegesis. The results of this study may also be published in scholarly papers 
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and conference presentations, which may include still images and/or video footage of 
the final performance and of open practice sessions. You will have access to the 
written documents resulting from this project and will be appropriately 
acknowledged and credited for your dancing. 
 
9. Participation is Voluntary 
 
Participation in any research project is voluntary. If you do not wish to take part 
you are not obliged to. If you decide to take part and later change your mind, you 
are free to withdraw from the project at any stage. Any information obtained from 
you to date will not be used and will be destroyed. Your decision whether to take part 
or not to take part, or to take part and then withdraw, will not affect your relationship 
with Deakin University or the researcher and his supervisors. 
 
Before you make your decision, a member of the research team will be available to 
answer any questions you have about the research project. You can ask for any 
information you want. Sign the Consent Form only after you have had a chance to 
ask your questions and have received satisfactory answers. 
 
If you decide to withdraw from this project, please notify a member of the research 
team or complete and return the Withdrawal of Consent Form attached. This notice 
will allow the research team to inform you if there are any special requirements 
linked to withdrawing. 
 
10. Ethical Guidelines 
 
This project will be carried out according to the National Statement on Ethical 
Conduct in Human Research (2007) produced by the National Health and Medical 
Research Council of Australia. This statement has been developed to protect the 
interests of people who agree to participate in human research studies. 
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The ethics aspects of this research project have been approved by the Arts and 
Education Faculty Human Ethics Advisory Group. 
 
11. Complaints 
 
If you have any complaints about any aspect of the project, the way it is being 
conducted or any questions about your rights as a research participant, then you may 
contact:   
 
The Manager, Integrity, Ethics and Biosafety, Deakin University, 221 Burwood 
Highway, Burwood Victoria 3125, Telephone: 9251 7129, research-
ethics@deakin.edu.au 
 
Please quote project number HAE-16-177. 
 
12. Reimbursement for your costs 
 
You will not be paid for your participation in this project.  
 
13. Further Information, Queries or Any Problems 
 
If you require further information, wish to withdraw your participation or if you have 
any problems concerning this project (for example, any side effects), you can contact 
the principal researcher Dr Rea Dennis or the student researcher Raffaele Rufo. 
 
The mail address to communicate your concerns is the following: 
Faculty of Arts and Education 
School of Communication and Creative Arts 
Deakin University 
221 Burwood Hwy, 
Burwood VIC 3125 
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TO:  Participant  
 
Consent Form 
 
Date:  
Full Project Title: A somatic exploration of relational movement in Argentine tango 
Reference Number: HAE-16-177 
 
I have read and I understand the attached Plain Language Statement. 
 
I understand that participation will include video recording and photographing. 
 
I understand that videos and photos collected during the project might be used as part 
of the researcher’s final PhD exegesis and of other publications: 
 
I consent to the use of video/photo material which identifies me 
I deny consent to the use video/photo material which identifies me 
 
The researcher has agreed not to reveal my identity and personal details, including 
where information about this project is published, or presented in any public form.   
 
I freely agree to participate in this project according to the conditions in the Plain 
Language Statement.  
 
I have been given a copy of the Plain Language Statement and Consent Form to keep.  
 
 
Participant’s Name (printed)  
 
Signature      Date  
 
 
 
